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Introduction:  Early school leaving can create a vulnerable population and is associated 
with difficulties in mental health, identity, social exclusion and increased risk of 
engaging in crime. There is a considerable lack of research on the issue, particularly in 
relation to the community-based intervention programmes which aim to support this 
population. This study sought to explore the lived experience of participants who had 
completed such a programme and how they defined their own personal outcomes. 
Method: A qualitative design was used in which fourteen semi-structured interviews 
were conducted with participants. Each participant had completed a 2 year programme 
to obtain a second level qualification. Time since completion of the programme varied 
between 2 and 9 years (average = 5 years). Interviews were analysed using Interpretive 
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). 
Results: 6 superordinate themes were derived from the participants’ narratives. ‘A Life 
of Rejection’ related to experiences before attending the programme; ‘Respecting the 
Individual’ related to the teaching approach on the programme; ‘Nurturing 
Relationships’ occurred in the context of attachment based experiences with staff 
members; ‘Meeting Needs’ related to a sense of home, family and care experienced on 
the programme; ‘Forming a Different Identity’, was characterised by a new sense of 
self; and ‘Lasting Impact’ related to the perceived long term effects of the programme.   
Discussion: The findings of the study are discussed in the context of previous literature 
while highlighting the potential contribution of this study to improving such 
programmes. Strengths and limitations of the study are explored followed by a critical 
reflection on the research process. Implications for clinical practice, education policy 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 “I didn't think anymore ‘Oh I’m a failure because I left school, I felt like, 
‘You know what? I can do this.” (Simone) 
1.1 Overview of Present Study 
Early school leaving is generally viewed as the ceasing of formal education 
before the acquisition of any basic qualification or viable plan for onward training or 
employment (European Union, 2015). Currently in Ireland, 9.8% of students 
(Approximately 5,800 young people) leave school before obtaining a Leaving 
Certificate (Department of Education & Skills, 2016). A small number may leave for 
employment or apprenticeship opportunities, considered to be in the region of 1.8%, 
putting the official rate of early school leaving in Ireland at 8% (European Union, 
2017). There is well documented evidence that in today’s society leaving school early 
can lead to impaired mental health, social exclusion, issues with identity and increased 
risk of engaging with crime. (Finlay et al. 2010; European Union, 2015; Gordon, 2017). 
While the subject of a number of studies in the disciplines of educational and 
community psychology, there is a considerable lack of studies in the area of clinical 
psychology. Indeed there is a general view that there is a considerable absence of 
research in the area overall, particularly in relation to intervention programmes which 
aim to support early school leavers back to education. (Thompson et al., 2014; Beck, 
2015). 
Currently in Ireland, ‘Youthreach’ is the service provided for early school 
leavers between the ages of 15 and 20. One such Youthreach programme run by a centre 
in Ireland is considered to have the highest levels of retention, completion and uptake of 
further education in the country by the Irish government’s Department of Education and 
Skills. This centre runs a community-based intervention programme located in a 
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designated area of social disadvantage in rural Ireland. Since its inception in the year 
2000, it has adapted its approach to the needs of its participants by developing its own 
eclectic approach in the areas of education, behaviour management and personal 
development. Its aim is to encourage the young people who attend the service to achieve 
a transformative experience, not only in terms of a new found educational achievement 
but on a personal level as well.   
Anecdotally over the past number of years, staff members at the centre have 
noticed this personal transformation in many of the participants and have sought to 
conceptualise this in a meaningful way beyond merely academic achievement. In 
September 2015 the management of the centre made a request to the Psychology 
Department at the University of Limerick to investigate and conceptualise these changes 
which appeared to be occurring for many young people on the program.  
This research is in response to this request. It aims to understand the programme 
by investigating how it is experienced from the perspective of the participants 
themselves, and how they define their own personal outcomes. One of its key aims is to 
understand the fundamental aspects of this unique service that is experienced as 
beneficial by the participants. The value in carrying out this research is not only to 
provide participant-led recommendations for future improvements, but to understand 
the processes of change that may be occurring within the young person themselves and 
thus contribute to a greater understanding of how to engage a vulnerable population, 
improve retention rates and obtain meaningful outcomes.  
A further basis on which this research is conducted is in the context of 
evaluations carried out by the inspectorate of the Department of Education and Skills. 
While generally positive, they do call for improvements in the overall effectiveness of 
Youthreach programmes and new ways to conceptualise effectiveness (DES, 2013). In a 
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recent report by the department, the key concerns in need of improvement included 
attendance and retention, programme content certification as well as facilitating 
progression (DES, 2010). These are important considerations for all Youthreach centres 
in order to provide the best possible provisions for the learners and in order to do this, 
the learners need to be at the heart of the process. Gaining the views of participants 
therefore could provide valuable insights for those who research and work in 
Youthreach and thus is the cornerstone of this research methodology. 
It is further hoped that this thesis promotes the provision of Youthreach as an 
important element of the education system, which offers significant supports of care and 
respect to learners; aspects of education which for some may not be experienced within 
the mainstream school system. Furthermore, this research hopes to contribute to the 
process of developing the current education system by informing policy and creating 
practical recommendations that the centres may consider in order to engage learners and 
support them through the programme. On a broader scale, the more successful services 
such as this can be, the closer we are to achieving a more equitable society.   
1.2 Thesis Structure  
Chapter two details the published literature in the area of early school leavers 
and intervention programmes designed to assist them. Chapter three describes the 
methodology in relation to the research design, data collection and data analysis. 
Chapter four provides an outline of the research findings through interpretative 
commentary in conjunction with illustrative quotes. Chapter five explores the research 
findings in the context of the literature cited in chapter two. Strengths, limitations, 
future directions and implications for clinical practice, education and future research 
will also be discussed in this chapter. 
1.2.1 Chapter 2: Literature Review 
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This chapter begins with an outline of the factors which can contribute to early 
school leaving followed by the potential effects of early school leaving on the individual 
and on society as a whole. An overview of previous research conducted on intervention 
programmes is then presented including the various factors which are associated with 
perceived effectiveness. A description of the centre where this study took place is 
included as well as the specific teaching approach that it employs with early school 
leavers. The chapter ends with a brief introduction to the current study and the primary 
aim of the study. 
1.2.2 Chapter 3: Methodology 
This chapter provides a description of the thesis methodology. Justification for 
the employment of a qualitative framework to answer the research question is presented 
first, followed by a rationale for the utilisation of Interpretative Phenomenological 
Analysis as an approach. The chapter then includes a description of the recruitment 
process, relevant details on the participants and how the researcher collected and 
analysed the interview data. Relevant ethical issues are also addressed. 
1.2.3 Chapter 4: Results 
This chapter presents the findings from the IPA analysis of the 14 interviews 
conducted. Six superordinate themes were identified and a number of subordinate 
themes within each theme. Each superordinate and subordinate theme will be discussed 
with illustrative quotes and the researcher’s interpretation in support of it. Summaries of 
the researcher’s personal reflections which occurred throughout the data analysis are 
presented throughout the chapter.   
1.2.4 Chapter 5: Discussion 
The final chapter presents a discussion of the findings in the context of the 
literature discussed in Chapter Two. A critical reflection of study strengths and 
limitations will be discussed before implications in relation to clinical practice, 
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education, and future research are detailed. The chapter concludes with a summary of 






















Chapter 2: Literature Review 
2.1 Literature Search Strategy  
The following databases were comprehensively searched to find published 
articles relevant to the research topic: PsychInfo, Web of Science, Cochrane Database 
and the Educational Resource Information Center (ERIC) database. Certain keywords 
and search items were identified from previously published literature including: Early 
School Leaving, Probation Services, Not in Education, Employment or Training 
(NEET), Alternative Education, Community-based Intervention, Youth Crime, Lived 
Experience, Past Participants, Qualitative and Quantitative Research. Studies which 
focused on adult probation services or further education programmes for those who 
have remained in the education system were excluded as this review was focused on 
individuals who had ceased formal education in adolescence and completed a 
community-based intervention programme. Titles and abstracts were reviewed for 
inclusion, with the most relevant articles collected for a more comprehensive critical 
analysis. Reference lists of any article read were searched for any further relevant 
publications. 
2.2 Factors Which Contribute to Early School leaving  
Traditional literature has tended to explain the reasons for early school leaving 
from the position of one of three overarching positions (Squires & Dyson, 2017). 
Individual ‘deficit-based’ factors attribute the reasons predominantly to the personal 
characteristics of the particular student. Deficits in cognitive, social or emotional 
development mean they are unable to appropriately adapt to the education system. 
School environment or ‘push-out’ factors attribute the manner in which education is 
delivered, the nature of student-teacher relationships and the level of school resources as 
the key factors in finishing school prematurely. Student choice or ‘fallout-out’ factors 
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focus on the reasons students give for deciding themselves to leave school; normally 
placing little value on education and wishing to obtain paid employment instead.  
However rather than viewing early school leaving as an outcome of a singular, 
cause and effect phenomenon, contemporary literature tends to understand it as a 
combination of individual, family, school and societal factors which culminate in 
process of disengagement from the educational system (Hammond, Linton, Smink, & 
Drew, 2007; Rumberger & Lim, 2008; Tyler & Lofstrom, 2009; Stokes, 2016; Squires 
& Dyson, 2017). Although often the result of this intricate web of reasons, there is a 
value to reviewing the empirical literature on each separate factor. This may enhance a 
deeper understanding of the issue and highlight the different aspects which alternative 
educational programmes need take into consideration when devising their interventions. 
Please note ‘Community-Based Intervention Programmes’, ‘Alternative Education 
Programmes’ and ‘Vocational Training’ are terms used interchangeably during this 
review reflecting such in the literature base. Similarly ‘Early School Leaver’, ‘Student’, 
‘Young Person’ and ‘Participant’ are used interchangeably to convey the multiple lenses 
they may be viewed through. In addition ‘teacher’ or ‘staff’ are used interchangeably to 
reflect the dual roles they often hold. Although the term ‘drop out’ continues to be used 
in literature, this potentially disrespectful descriptor and the negative connotations 
associated with it, have lead the author to consider it inappropriate for inclusion. 
2.2.1 Individual Factors and Deficit-Based Paradigms  
It is worth noting that much of literature from the mid to late twentieth century 
was indeed framed within a deficit-based paradigm of understanding early school 
leaving. Research focused on the lack of certain capacities in early school leavers in 
comparison to their peers, capacities such as lower impulse control, lower self-
confidence, lower maturity, poor sociability, poor academic ability and low motivation 
(Combs & Cooley, 1968; Wehlage & Rutter, 1986; Rumberger, 1987). Most research 
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was predominantly from a quantitative perspective, correlating these negative cognitive, 
emotional and behavioural attributes of students with their lack of educational outcome.  
It is worth noting that some recent research has also focused on personal 
characteristics of early school leavers such as those termed ‘chronic underachievers’ 
and finds strong correlations with ceasing education prematurely (Kaplan, Mitchell & 
Kaplan, 1995; Spring, 2007). However these findings are contradicted by other studies 
which suggest that those who have left the school system can be very committed to 
onward progression as well as searching for and engaging in employment, just less 
optimistic about their likelihood of achieving it. Due to the lack of qualification, their 
often unsuccessful search can lead to reduced optimism, and therefore reduced self-
esteem over time (Chen, 2009; Goldman-Mellor et al. 2016). These authors conclude 
that early school leaving should therefore be conceptualised as an economic and mental 
health issue and not necessarily as an issue with motivation or self-esteem per se. In 
addition, learning disabilities in literacy and numeracy could be considered deficits on 
an individual level and without adequate support, could potentially lead to ceasing 
education prematurely. However most contemporary research proposes that a learning 
disability in today’s educational system, is unlikely to ever be the main reason for 
finishing school early (Squires & Dyson, 2017). 
To surmise, the fundamental difficulty with such classic correlation studies 
appears to be a failure to adopt a broad multi-factorial approach to understand the 
influences of family, society and the culture the young person is from. It is reasonable to 
assume that any early school leaver will have difficulties needing individual 
intervention on a cognitive, social or emotional level, but to attribute the cause of 
leaving school to these factors alone, fails to take into consideration many aspects of the 
school experience itself which is known to have its own ‘push out’ effect.  
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2.2.2 School Environment Factors and ‘Push Out’ Factors  
Young people who are no longer in school consistently report issues with the 
school environment as the main reason they leave early across many national and 
international contexts (Boldt, Devine, MacDevitt, & Morgan, 1998; Stokes, 2003; 
McGrath, 2006; Downes, Maunsell, & Ivers, 2006; Finlay, Sheridan, McKay, & 
Nudzor, 2010; Smith & Byrne, 2010; Esch et al. 2011; Zaaf et al. 2016). The most 
frequently stated reason within these studies is the highly negative relationships that 
have formed with teachers. From the student perspective this is characterised by feeling 
they have not been treated in a fair way in comparison to their peers. This is reported as 
a disrespectful attitude being expressed by teachers, often by stating their disapproval of 
a student’s socio-economic status and geographical area they are from. Students report 
feelings of embarrassment in front of others, feeling inferior to their classmates, and that 
ultimately the adults in their lives charged with assisting them have failed to recognise 
the implicit challenges associated with being from a low socioeconomic group. 
(Honneth, 2002; Lynch & Baker 2005). This may be accentuated by policies which 
stream students into classes based on academic ability, adding to an environment 
already perceived as unwelcoming (Smith & Byrne, 2010; Gordon, 2017). However it 
may also be acknowledged that schools may not be equipped with the level of resources 
to deal with the particular needs of certain more challenging students. 
It is frequently reported that those who end up leaving school early are known to 
have behavioural difficulties and may have been highly disruptive in the classroom 
environment (Beck, 2015). With high class numbers, lack of individual one-to-one time 
with the teacher and rote learning of set curriculum beyond the ability of the student, 
these factors do appear to be beyond the responsibility of individual teachers and more 
suitably attributed to financial resourcing of schools. Factors indeed outside the young 
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person or the teacher’s control, which may have had the effect of pushing the student 
out of school. 
Nevertheless, given that research repeatedly finds across international contexts 
that students have experienced discrimination and disrespect from teachers, this would 
suggest it is more than merely opinions of resentful students having been expelled from 
school. It suggests at the very least, a failure amongst some teachers to acknowledge 
and address how personal issues can impact on professional work and attitudes toward 
perceived difference. Alternative education programmes often seek to counteract the 
perceived negative aspects of school environments by providing the opposite type of 
experience. A significant challenge can remain in how to engage young people back in 
to education. While there are a variety of reasons for this challenge, sometimes a young 
person may have merely had a stronger desire to leave school for the perceived gains 
that may be made, rather than to stay.  
2.2.3 Student Choice and ‘Fallout’ Factors 
When a student leaves school by choice rather than due to suspensions or 
expulsions, they often hold the view that the curriculum is irrelevant with the potential 
long-term benefit of staying in education disregarded. Seeking employment and the 
immediacy of earning money is preferable (European Union, 2015). While this may be 
perceived as a choice, the exact nature of this choice is questionable. Across all 
European countries, a very high proportion of students that leave school early are from 
low socio-economic backgrounds (Finlay, et al., 2010) and their choice may often be 
out of necessity and influenced by their family’s economic circumstance (Chen, 2009). 
It is also worth noting that parents of these students are more likely to have dropped out 
of school themselves and may report that they do not have the financial resources to pay 
for the costs of continued attendance (Reay, 2012). In addition, there may be a cultural 
expectation of certain socio-economic classes to leave school early to gain work and 
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this may bring rewards during times of economic prosperity. However in times of 
economic adversity this is less likely to be the case and the other aforementioned factors 
are likely to be playing a role. It is worth considering Smith and Byrne’s (2010) 
research which found that job opportunities may precipitate early school leaving but 
only when young people are already disaffected with school. 
2.3 Systemic Perspectives on Early School Leaving  
In general there appears to be a variety of interacting predisposing and 
precipitating factors which lead to withdrawal from the educational system. Research 
suggests that more reasons for leaving school can really be attributed to factors outside 
the young person’s control, and so adopting a systemic perspective when 
conceptualising early school leaving may provide a more comprehensive account of the 
process. In direct contradiction to deficit, school or choice-based conceptualisations, 
Barrowman, Nutbeam, & Tresidder’s (2001) comprehensive study of 283 adolescents 
found that when the reasons for leaving school were attributed to family and home 
situations, the majority who had left reported having actually enjoyed school while 
attending. They conclude that it is mainly when family structures break down that early 
school leaving occurs.  
This finding is further supported by Ricard and Pelletier’s (2016) research 
supporting the assertion that the level of parental support for basic psychological needs 
plays an essential role in predicting the likelihood of ceasing education prematurely 
without qualification. This is further supported by reports from staff of various 
intervention programmes who experience participants as having dysfunctional family 
dynamics and parents with substance misuse problems or mental health difficulties 
(Wilson, Cunningham-Burley, Bancroft, & Backett-Milburn, 2008; Department of 
Education & Skills; 2010; Shildrick, MacDonald, Webster, & Garthwaite, 2012). In 
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addition, in a large review of twenty-five programmes in Ireland, over 50% of the young 
people were deemed to have learning, emotional and behavioural difficulties, 
significantly exacerbated by family problems (Gordon, 2016). Furthermore, in a 
comprehensive quantitative study investigating levels of motivation in 251 students in 
regular, alternative or special education, the authors report one of their clearest findings 
was the perception by the alternative education students that their parents were less 
involved in their lives, less supportive and less likely to listen or understand their 
problems (Wiest, Wong, Cervantes, Craik, & Kreil, 2001).  
While the relevance of any study from a different culture such as the United 
States always needs to be taken in to consideration, these papers are noted for their 
comprehensive mixed methods approach and the numerous psychometric measures 
utilised in the methodology. It should also be noted that most of the studies 
investigating systemic factors involve adolescents self-reporting about parental style 
and perhaps a certain degree of caution may be warranted in this regard. However it 
does appear that family dynamics play a central role when considering the causes of 
early school leaving given that this is a repeated finding across the literature. Given that 
attending school involves experiencing figures of authority and the influence previous 
experience of parents will have in this regard, understanding the role of attachment 
would therefore appear beneficial.  
2.3.1 The Role of Attachment  
Classic attachment theory suggests that the type of relationship formed between 
the child and the main caregiver will be internalised and serve as a model for future 
relationships, effecting social and emotional development as well as interaction with 
others (Bowlby, 1958/1969; Ainswoth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978). Extensive 
research has linked the type of early attachment to many areas of a child’s development 
namely relationships, emotional development, behavioural control and cognitive 
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development (Hughes, Baylin, & Siegel, 2012). Although criticism has been placed on 
attachment theory for being too deterministic (for a review, see Berghaus, 2011), 
attachment classifications have demonstrated their validity across numerous empirical 
studies worldwide (Prior & Glaser, 2006), with research in the area of early school 
leaving finding links between attachment and educational outcomes.  
  Studies have found that adolescents who have had secure parental attachment 
are less likely to drop out of school early or show signs of anti-social behaviour 
(Santrock, 2006). They are more likely to be able to adapt to the challenging educational 
environment and interact appropriately (Fleming, 2008) and consequently are better at 
tolerating the dichotomy of praise and reprimand that may occur in the classroom 
environment (Riley, 2011). The suggestion that praise may be a difficult experience for 
early school leavers is not often highlighted in the literature although this would appear 
to be an important consideration given its role in education and positive reinforcement 
strategies. Riley (2011) suggests that if a young person’s family background is 
characterised by neglect and emotional abuse, their internal working model which 
guides expectations for future relationships, is one in which praise is largely an 
unknown. Environments in which praise does actually occur in then may be experienced 
as unpredictable, disconcerting and therefore psychologically unsafe to adapt to.  
In support of the concept of attachment, 15 years of research in Harvard 
University on attachment theory continues to demonstrate its validity in explaining how 
our earliest attachments can determine how we relate to ourselves, others and the world, 
as well as our ability to tolerate and regulate emotion (Center on the Developing Child, 
2016). This is supported by neuroscientific research which shows how poor attachment 
and maltreatment in childhood alters the trajectories of brain development (Siegel, 
2012; Teicher, Samson, Anderson, & Ohashi, 2016; Schore, 2017). In more severe 
cases, maltreatment is understood to mean trauma and this may occur regardless of the 
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type of attachment with caregivers. Although trauma will most likely occur in 
conjunction with insecure, avoidant or disorganised attachment, one of the more recent 
approaches to understand how early childhood trauma affects later outcomes in 
adulthood is through Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) research.  
2.3.2 Adverse Childhood Experiences Research 
 The original Adverse Childhood Experiences study was conducted in the US 
with over 17,000 participants, linking types and frequency of childhood trauma with 
levels of negative physical, mental and behavioural outcomes in adulthood (Felitti et al., 
1998). There were 10 types of childhood trauma investigated; physical, sexual and 
emotional abuse; neglect; domestic violence; household substance abuse; household 
mental illness; parental separation and imprisonment of a parent. Since then over 50 
studies have been carried out internationally which repeatedly reveal a strong graded 
dose-response relationship between the number of ‘ACEs’ and negative health and 
wellbeing outcomes across the life course. The greater the number of ACEs the greater 
the risk of adverse consequences.  
In relation to education, research shows that the number of ACEs experienced 
by a child significantly impacts on their ability to benefit from school. One study by the 
Area Health Education Center of Washington State University found that young people 
attending school who have two or more ACEs are three times more likely to experience 
academic failure, five times more likely to have attendance problems, and six times 
more likely to have behavioural problems (Stevens, 2012). As found in previous 
research, these students were frequently found to have trouble trusting teachers and 
have difficulty creating and maintaining relationships with their classmates.  
Further research by the Massachusetts Department of Education involved 
surveying 450 students who attended alternative education programmes. They reported 
90% of the students had histories of exposure to at least one type of trauma, 41% 
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reported family violence, 46% reported physical, emotional, or sexual abuse and 39% 
reported neglect (Massachusetts Advocates for Children, 2005). While the prevalence of 
ACEs in the Irish population of early school leavers has not been comprehensively 
estimated, it is likely there would be similar findings. A recent study with an albeit 
small sample, found  early school leavers in community based interventions to have at 
least four ACEs as well as similar difficulties found in other studies (Gordon, 2017).   
It would seem clear that early school leaving tends to result from a range of 
interconnected personal, social, economic, educational and family-related factors, the 
origins of which may be perhaps much earlier than previously thought. It would seem 
reasonable to conclude that when considering any deficit-based model of early school 
leaving, internal deficits are likely to be caused by external circumstances, which means 
the early school leaver is disadvantaged from the start. This disadvantage manifests 
itself in a variety of forms which require comprehensive understanding by programmes 
and staff involved with these vulnerable young people to be able to effectively meet and 
respond to the variety of ways they are likely to be on a programme. 
2.4 Potential Effects of Early School Leaving 
There is a difficulty in distinguishing whether negative effects which occur after 
leaving school early are a direct result of that experience or whether pre-existing social 
and emotional difficulties have merely been exacerbated. When expelled from school, 
the initial experience is often described as one of rejection (Shildrick et al, 2012) and 
over the long term, one that leads to reduced self-belief and self-efficacy (Department of 
Business Innovation & Skills, 2013). Drug use and criminality are also correlated with 
early school leaving but a causal link has not been established (Bonino, Cattelino, & 
Ciairano, 2003).  Based on the research in attachment, the origin of most difficulties are 
likely to predate the time when school has ceased. Leaving school prematurely is 
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therefore likely to have a strong precipitating or maintaining effects based on the 
findings associated with mental health, identity and social problems.  
2.4.1 Mental Health Difficulites 
In a recent large scale longitudinal study measuring adolescents’ level of mental 
health distress and positive functioning in the initial years following secondary 
education, it was found that when controlling for socioeconomic status, early school 
leavers who were not in further education, training or employment had the largest losses 
in mental health while all other groups made gains over time (Symonds et al., 2016). 
While this finding may be somewhat unsurprising, its value appears to be in 
highlighting that socio-economic status may not be a significant factor in determining 
ones mental health. In a similar large scale longitudinal study of 18 years olds (n = 
2232), 11.6% of the group were not in any education, training or employment and 
reported significantly higher rates of mental health problems, with 60% having 
experienced more than one issue compared to 30% who remained in some form of 
further education or training school (Goldman-Mellor et al. 2016).  
The specific mental health problems typically reported in the literature are 
anxiety and depression (Santrock, 2006), feelings of loneliness and powerlessness 
(Creed & Reynolds, 2001), substance abuse (Fergusson, Horwood, & Lynskey, 2001; 
Nelson & Taberrer, 2017), lower self-esteem (Eivers, Ryan, & Brinkley, 2000), and 
lower self-efficacy (Bonino et al. 2003). Early school leavers are also more likely to 
have poorer overall health outcomes which in turn can impact on mental health (Tyler & 
Lofstrom, 2009). A further concept which continues to have prominence in the literature 
is the effect early school leaving can have on an individual’s identity. This may be due 
to the continued assertion that difficulties with identity formation can play a significant 
role in the development of mental health difficulties in adolescence.   
2.4.2 Forming a Coherent Identity   
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Erik Erikson (1963) suggests that the adolescent stage of development is 
predominately focused on identity formation, where the individual endeavours to 
discover who they are and where they are going in life. In relation to education, the 
adolescent stage is one in which their experiences may become an important part of 
their future identity, by influencing their emerging sense of self (Paul and Cillessen, 
2003). This stage can be particularly difficult for students from lower socioeconomic 
backgrounds who are struggling to stay in school as their sense of self is challenged by 
a lack of recognition (Sappa and Bonica, 2011). Difficulty with peers can lead to a lack 
of acceptance and refusal to get involved in classroom or school activities (Staff and 
Kreager, 2008). This lack of engagement in activities can further hamper the 
development of a healthy sense of self, in effect leading to ‘role confusion’ as opposed 
to the development of a health identity (Erickson, 1963). 
From a developmental perspective, Marcia (1963) refined and extended 
Erikson’s model primarily focusing on adolescent development. Addressing Erikson’s 
notion of an identity crisis, Marcia posited that the adolescent stage consists neither of 
identity resolution nor identity confusion, but rather the degree to which the adolescent 
has explored and committed to an identity in a variety of life domains such as vocation, 
religion, relational choices and gender roles (Marcia, 1963; 1980). Marcia’s theory of 
identity achievement argues that two distinct parts form an adolescent’s identity: 
‘crisis’, a time when one’s values and choices are being re-evaluated and ‘commitment’, 
the outcome of a crisis leading to a commitment to a certain role or value.  
In terms of early school leaving, some of Marcia’s identity statuses may be 
particularly relevant. Having left school early, some young people may experience 
‘Identity Diffusion’, not experiencing the sense of having choices and not making or 
attempting to make any commitments. There may also be a time of ‘Identity 
Moratorium’ in which the young person is currently in crisis, exploring various 
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commitments but not making a commitment to choices. Finally there may be a time of 
‘Identity Achievement’, having gone through an identity crisis, there is a commitment 
to certain new roles and values that have been actively chosen.  
Indeed other literature would back up these proposals in the context of early 
school leaving with those who have ceased education prematurely have also been found 
to struggle with expressing their subjectivity and having a sense of agency (Simmons, 
Russell, & Thompson, 2014). This can result in identity confusion, the struggle to form 
an enduring sense of self in terms of one’s potential roles, values and life choices. This 
in turn can make early school leavers more susceptible to mental health issues (Demir, 
Kaynak-Demir, & Sonmez, 2010). It is worth considering Smyth and Hattam’s (2004) 
research which suggests that the level of mental distress and effect on identity is usually 
dependent on the reason for leaving school, with any situation which was not of the 
students own choice likely to cause difficulty. Ultimately when a young person has left 
school, Erikson, (1963) suggests it is the inability to settle on an occupational identity 
which further disturbs identity formation. Simmons, et al. (2014) propose that only with 
active involvement and encouragement from parents will early school leavers find a 
path back to further training or employment. 
With problems associated with early school leaving usually conceptualised on 
the individual level, understanding the difficulties it poses for society as a whole may 
also be important for continued investment in the interventions designed for this group. 
Indeed a recent developmental model proposed by Kaplan and Gardner (2017) on 
identity development, attempts to bridge the gap between individual and social 
influences by proposing the integrative nature of identity and its developmental 
mechanisms. The Dynamic Systems Model of Role Identity (DSMRI) conceptualizes 
identity as a complex dynamic system which is based on epistemological beliefs, 
purpose and goals, self-perceptions and self-definitions, and the perceived possibilities 
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within a social role. These components are conceptualized as interdependent with 
identity development viewed as emergent, continuous, contextualized, and given to 
influences from within and without the broader system.  
2.4.3 Social Effects and Crime  
Research on the social consequences of early school leaving tends to be carried 
out by government institutions and often focuses on the economic consequences. The 
economic costs are well-established with early school leavers having high rates of 
unemployment, lower earning potential and an increased likelihood of living in poverty 
(European Union, 2015). The social effects are reported to be significantly increased 
risks of criminal and anti-social behaviour (Bonino et al. 2003), social exclusion (Sappa 
and Bonica, 2011), reduced social and political involvement (Hammer, 2007), and 
overall lack of inclusivity and equality (Maguire & Rennison, 2005). These studies are 
noted for providing real-world examples of what is generally known as ‘social 
disadvantage’. 
Due attention is also paid to levels of criminality and early school leaving in the 
literature. In general, international research finds higher rates of anti-social behaviour, 
crime and disengagement from societal structures amongst early school leavers 
(Henderson, Hawke, & Chaim, 2017). It also generally acknowledges the role of family 
dynamics in resulting criminality. In a recent study it was found that 83% of adolescent 
early school leavers involved in criminal proceedings were from families with economic 
hardship and 70% had parents who were separated (Nardi et al. 2013). However, while 
acknowledging the potential effect of adverse family situations on engaging in crime, 
this study also suggested a 40% rate of personality disorders amongst the group. 
Applying this concept to an adolescent population remains controversial (McWilliams, 
2011) and is reminiscent of the deficit based understanding of early school leaving. In 
the Irish context, 26% of prisoners have never attended secondary education and 52% 
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have left before the age of 16, with 80% having left before the leaving cert similar to 
most international trends (Irish Penal Reform Trust, 2018). 
With such high costs to society, over the past number of decades governments 
and institutions across the world have researched how to create alternatives for the more 
vulnerable and socially disadvantaged early school leaver. These alternative education 
programmes tend to employ more practical and experiential processes in teaching. 
There is an increased focus on student-centred approaches to learning by identifying 
their full range of needs whether academic, personal or social in nature. They also aim 
to foster hope in the young person themselves and provide an alternative pathway to 
mainstream employment and social inclusion (Department for Education & Skills, 
2016).  With such programmes arises the need for effective programme evaluation in 
terms of the nature of intervention, outcomes and participant experience.  
2.5 Community Based Intervention Programmes for Early School Leavers 
Both quantitative and qualitative research has been undertaken to address 
different aspects of intervention programmes. From a quantitative perspective, 
numerous studies correlate improvements in a participants’ functioning or reduction in 
their anti-social behaviour with the completion of an alternative education programme. 
Follow up periods tend to range from 6 – 18 months, and therefore the lasting impact 
remains somewhat unconfirmed. Qualitative studies generally explore a participant’s 
own experience of attending an alternative education programme or the views of staff 
members working with the young people. Many studies investigate change in some 
aspect of personal or social functioning as a result of attending a programme.  Others 
ask the participants themselves what they believe has been the most effective part of the 
programme. However there are relatively few studies in this area and perhaps one of the 
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reasons for this is the significant challenges often reported by researchers trying to 
engage early school leavers in research.  
2.5.1 Challenges in Conducting Research  
Researchers have commonly reported that qualitative research with young adults 
not in education employment or training can be complex and challenging as they are a 
very difficult group to engage in the research process (Lehr, Hanson, Sinclair, & 
Christenson, 2003; Russell, 2013). For example, participants recruited often agree to 
take part in interviews only to drop out or not attend on the day of interview (Finlay et 
al. 2010). Feedback from participants on interviews which are actually completed often 
cites frustration at having to elaborate on responses and difficulties being asked 
questions which require abstract thinking or requiring them to generalise from everyday 
experience (Booth & Booth, 1996). Some researchers suggest that there is an 
assumption that young people have sufficient ability to articulate their thoughts which 
may not be the case. (Curtis, Liabo, Roberts, & Baker, 2004).  
To address this, in a novel approach to qualitative investigation, Finlay et. al 
(2010) used creative and artistic activities to help early school leavers attending an 
alternative education programme produce a personal narrative of their lives. The 
researchers suggested rationale for this methodology was that the young people in the 
study may not have been stimulated by questionnaires, interviews or focus groups and 
that these methodologies may have led to inarticulate responses or none at all. This is 
questionable however, given that most research in the area of early school leaving 
comprises of these 3 common data collection methods and does yield accounts of their 
experiences. Perhaps out of an anxiety that their approach would have less empirical 
validity they suggested more traditional methods may not be suitable. It may have been 
more appropriate to propose their methodology as alternative yet equally valid one from 
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a qualitative perspective. It reasonable to conclude however, that a key challenge for 
researchers is not only how to engage these young people, but how to conceptualise 
meaningful outcome if there are reported difficulties by participants themselves in 
understanding what has changed.   
2.5.2. Defining Meaningful Outcomes  
Previous research generally emphasises evaluations of community-based 
services based on ‘output’, ‘outcome’ or ‘impact’ (Seddon et al. 2013). The term 
‘output’ of a service is associated with a transition from one status to another such as 
‘unemployed’ to ‘employed’. The term ‘outcome’ is viewed as benefits gained over 
time such as positive changes to one’s state of mind. The ‘impact’ of programmes can 
be viewed in the longer term by effects such as quantifying the impact on society in 
terms of reduced health or welfare service demands (Seddon, Hazenburg, & Denny, 
2013). From this perspective evaluating ‘output’ may be quite quantitative in nature 
while evaluating ‘impact’ may be quite sociological or economic. Conceivably 
evaluating ‘outcome’ could be viewed as an area most suited to the reflective scientist-
practitioner stance, associated not only with quantitative measures of perceived change, 
but qualitative investigations of what outcome means to the young person themselves 
and how this was achieved.  
2.5.3 The Increased Focus on Social & Emotional Development 
The key component in alternative education programmes compared to standard 
education appears to be the recognition that enhancing social and emotional outcomes 
can lead to overall improvement in academic outcome (Weare & Gray, 2003; European 
Union, 2014). In a substantial review of interventions Carcillo, Fernandez, Konigs, & 
Minea, (2015) summarise the key skills to be taught in this regards as self-discipline, 
perseverance, impulse control, emotional stability and openness to new experience. 
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Their review found that enhancing these qualities can be as equally predictive of 
educational outcome and employment as enhancing cognitive abilities. Furthermore, 
interventions which enhance these qualities in young people have been found to have a 
lasting impact provided they have been well designed and specifically targeted to early 
school leavers (Simmons and Thompson, 2011).  
In relation to self-respect and self-esteem, Honneth (2002) suggests that 
increasing levels of these qualities mainly occurs when early school leavers 
experiencing a recognition of their vulnerability and their personal barriers, in 
conjunction with highlighting their strengths and potential. Akin to the process of 
identity formation, positive and affirming experiences with others such as staff 
members and peers can then enable a more confidence sense of self to emerge. The 
nature of relationships with staff members and other peers on such programmes would 
therefore appear to play a central role in improving social and emotional outcomes such 
as wellbeing and functioning.  
2.5.4 The Relationships with Programme Staff and the Role of Mentoring 
Recent research continues to support the position that if those affected by 
adverse childhood experience have access to even one trusted adult during childhood, 
this may impart resilience and coping skills and reduce the potential negative outcomes 
in adulthood (Meltzer, Muir, & Craig, 2016; Bellis et al., 2017). Alternative education 
programmes place a high value on cultivating relationships between the staff members 
and students and the concept of mentoring is considered to play a key role. Often this 
involves each student being allocated a staff member as a ‘Keyworker’ who acts as their 
support person. This usually involves facilitating learning through practical or 
emotional support, being a mediator between the learners and other staff members or a 
link person with the family home. This mentoring/keyworking role is viewed as an 
essential component which can influence the level of personal and social development 
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attained by the students and ultimately is purported to be the strongest predictor of 
engagement, retention and achievement on such programmes (Pask & Joy, 2008; 
European Union, 2015; Gordon, 2016). The most crucial aspect of the mentoring role is 
quality of the relationship between mentor and mentored (Pask & Joy 2008, Finlay, et 
al., 2010), with qualities such as active listening, a non-judgemental, caring approach 
and good boundaries largely determining the effectiveness of this relationship.  
It may be reasonable to question how this can be achieved with young people 
who have high degrees of adverse childhood experiences or attachment difficulties and 
consequent challenges in forming relationships. In a refreshingly honest look at 
common staffing practices, Beck et al. (2015) interviewed staff and managers of 
services across different organisations and found that while a caring and somewhat 
mothering role was displayed by staff members, boundary crossings were a common 
occurrence. This took the form of lending money or helping participants’ complete 
assignments to initiating contact and providing support after the programme had 
finished. It is suggested that these boundary crossings create both a reduction in 
perceived quality of the qualification the young person may achieve (if staff are helping 
complete assignments) and a reduction in the actual agency of the young person (if 
continued support for life’s challenges is required after completing the programme). 
2.5.5 The Effects of Peer Relationships   
There is a well-documented paradox in that individuals experiencing social 
exclusion may find a form of social inclusion and cohesiveness in their own 
communities (Gunter & Watt 2009; Shildrick et al, 2012). While local social networks 
may be supportive they may also limit perceived opportunities to improve one’s socio-
economic status by downplaying the value of returning to education or training 
(Macdonald, Shildrick, Webster, & Simpson, 2005). These paradoxes are often 
replicated in research on peer relationships within intervention programmes. 
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Relationships among peers may have a concurrent positive and negative influence on 
participation. This duality may take the form of older participants adopting a mentoring 
role by providing in relation to attending and yet also have the potential to reinforce a 
negative appraisal of a program, reinforcing illicit drug use or continued anti-social 
behaviour (Bluthenthal, Riehman, Jaycox, & Morrall, 2006). Nonetheless, the overall 
quality of peer relationships on alternative education programmes appears to be positive 
(Rhodes, 2002; Pask & Joy, 2008; Brady & Dolan, 2009; Komosa-Hawkins, 2010), 
particularly due to the mentoring role that appears to develop as a consequence of the 
modelling of this dynamic by staff members. 
2.6 Intervention Programmes in an Irish Context – Policy and Practice 
In an Irish context, specific measures to address early leaving have taken two 
forms: a national agency to address student attendance with reference to government 
legislation and targeted funding for schools to develop their own policies promoting 
retention. The Educational Welfare Act 2000 raised the legal school leaving age to 16 
years of age and provided a statutory basis for the new National Educational Welfare 
Board (NEWB), whose role is to promote regular school attendance and participation, 
while tackling the problems of absenteeism and early school leaving. Research 
indicates a strong association between school absence and later drop-out (McCoy et 
al., 2007) and therefore a focus on maintaining school attendance is considered crucial 
in preventing early school leaving.   
2.6.1 Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools (DEIS) 
In relation to targeted funding, Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools 
(DEIS) is an action plan for promoting education inclusion launched in 2005 by the 
Department of Education and Skills. Schools included in the School Support 
Programme under DEIS receive a grant which is based on the level of concentrated 
disadvantage in each school. The DEIS grant is used to support the implementation of 
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the schools DEIS Action Plan for Improvement, which sets targets under key areas such 
as Attendance, Retention, Progression, Literacy, Numeracy, Partnership, Transition, 
Wellbeing and Examination Attainment. The DEIS Plan 2017 is based on the recent 
Review of the DEIS Programme and presents the actions required to support children 
who are at greatest risk of Educational disadvantage in the areas of effective assessment, 
improved learning experience and inter-agency collaboration (DEIS, 2017). 
2.6.2 The Home School Community Liaison (HSCL) Scheme  
Schools which fall under DEIS schools, also have a Home School Community 
Liason Scheme, a school based intervention to address the needs of pupils/families by 
developing the role of the parent as the primary educator. This is achieved through 
targeting the families of pupils most at risk of educational disadvantage and putting in 
place a range of appropriate supports. HSCL Coordinators are required to be qualified 
teachers, allocated to DEIS schools and while the responsibility for the HSCL scheme 
rests with the Educational Welfare Service (EWS) of Tusla, the Department of 
Education and Skills is responsible for the funding of teachers performing the role of 
the HSCL Coordinator and therefore has ongoing interaction with the EWS to ensure 
the effectiveness of the scheme. 
2.6.3 School Completion Programme (SCP) 
The National Educational Welfare Board’s remit has also been extended to 
incorporate the School Completion Programme (DEIS, 2017). This Programme 
provides a range of interventions that support the retention of children and young people 
in education who are at risk of not reaching their full potential because of poor 
attendance, participation and attainment. The selected schools who avail of this 
programme are provided with additional funds to develop appropriate intervention 
strategies including in-school, after school, and holiday supports. The desired impact of 
the Programme is the retention of young people to Leaving Certificate level, equivalent 
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qualification or a suitable level of educational attainment, which enables them to 
transition into further education, training or employment.  
2.6.4 Guidance Counselling 
Section 9 (c) of the Education Act (1998) requires schools to provide students 
with appropriate guidance to assist them in their educational and career choices. With 
effect from the 2017/18 school year, all DEIS Post Primary Schools should have access 
to a dedicated guidance counsellor. The Guidance and Counselling Service in schools 
provides a range of interventions to students to enable them to make choices in the key 
areas of their personal and social life, their education and their career.  It may involve 
assessment, counselling provision, educational development programmes, and personal 
or social development programmes. These learning experiences aim to assist students to 
make choices (personal, social, educational or career-based) about their lives and to 
make transitions as a result of these choices (IGC, 2018). 
2.6.5 Leaving Certificate Applied 
The Leaving Certificate Applied (LCA) programme has been aimed at students 
who are not catered for by the traditional academic curriculum. Developed by the 
National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) as an extension to the senior 
cycle provision, it was designed as an alternative programme for students who did not 
intend to progress to third level directly, or whose aptitudes and aspirations were not 
catered for within the traditional Leaving Certificate. This two-year programme consists 
of a range of courses that are designed on a modular basis. Courses are offered in three 
main areas: Vocational Preparation involving work experience, enterprise and 
communication, General Education offering life skills, the arts, social education or 




Students with the Leaving Certificate Applied cannot gain direct entry through 
the Central Applications Office (CAO) system to Irish universities or institutes of 
technology, however they may go on to a wide range of Post-Leaving Certificate 
courses (PLCs). These are available in local post-primary schools and colleges. These 
courses are recognised by the National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ) and many 
PLC courses can lead to progressing to third level courses in higher education. 
2.6.6 Youthreach 
While many countries have a number of different programmes to address the 
needs of early school leavers, Ireland has one community-based intervention for early 
school leavers called ‘Youthreach’. The Youthreach programme was launched in 1988 
as an inter-departmental response to the presenting needs of a cohort of young people 
who had left school early, faced unemployment and frequently lived in urban areas 
associated with drug problems (Stokes, 2016). The service is for unqualified early 
school leavers between the ages of 15 and 20 years of age and has grown considerably 
since its inception. In 1996 there were 57 centres nationwide with 3,500 attendees, 
while currently there are 103 centres with approximately 8,500 attendees (Department 
of Education & Skills, 2016).  
Youthreach is considered an inter-departmental initiative, funded by the 
Department of Education and Science (DES) and the Department of Enterprise Trade 
and Employment (DETE) and managed by the local Education and Training Boards 
(ETBs). In 2000, under the Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999, a quality 
framework initiative was established to develop quality standards for Youthreach. In 
2004, Youthreach centres became designated as ‘Centres for Education’ under the 
Education Act, 1998 (DES, 2004), and as such are recognised in terms of the current 
legislation, the Education (Welfare) Act 2000 and Education for Persons with Special 
Educational Needs Act (EPSEN) 2004.  
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The objectives of the programme are not only to provide education, qualification 
and training to allow participants to gain employment, but also in line with international 
best practice, to provide personal and social development to promote personal 
autonomy and social inclusion. Typical referrals to the service include referrals from the 
young person themselves, parents, social workers, probation officers and juvenile 
liaison officers. 
2.6.7 The Profile of Young People Attending Youthreach Centres 
In general, young people who attend Youthreach follow the typical profile of 
early school leavers seen internationally in terms of social, economic and educational 
disadvantage. Gordon, (2017) reports that approximately 17% of participants are 
members of the travelling community who have left school before the age of 16, over 
half of the learners in a given centre will likely have a diagnosed disability, 60% - 70% 
will have special educational needs and 80% will have emotional and behavioural 
difficulties. There are also high levels of mental health concerns, substance abuse, 
dysfunctional family dynamics and involvement in crime. Given the importance of the 
programme to attend to the needs of this vulnerable population, Youthreach has been 
the subject of a small number of studies carried out to evaluate different aspects of the 
programme.  
2.7 Previous Research on Youthreach Programmes 
 In general, research on Youthreach tends to comprise of large scale quantitative 
studies outlining the causes and effects of early school leaving or small mixed methods 
studies, in which structured clinical interviews have been used alongside descriptive 
statistical data to report on participant experience. Large scale quantitative 
investigations may be useful to understand a phenomenon but in general miss the 
personal experience of students attending the programme. Mixed methods studies which 
use structured clinical interviews may address the personal experience to a certain 
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degree, but tend to miss the opportunity to capture any unique perspectives of individual 
participants.   
 One of the first major studies to be carried out on Youthreach interviewed 54 
participants and found similar causes and effects of early school leaving to international 
trends. One interesting finding was that many participants believed if some action has 
been taken on behalf of them while they were still in school, it may have been possible 
to stay (Eivers et al. 2000). This is suggested to be if someone had ‘taken an interest’. 
While this study does not elaborate on what this would entail, it is similar to other 
studies which found a need for recognition amongst those at risk of early school leaving 
(Creed & Reynolds, 2001; Sappa & Bonica, 2011). In a similar qualitative investigation, 
McGrath (2006) interviewed fourteen participants attending a Youthreach programme 
and found the establishment of trusting relationships with staff members was a vital 
factor which lead to the experience of emotional support. The participants also reported 
feeling that they were being treated as adults by having the freedom to voluntarily take 
breaks, not wear a uniform, and always be encouraged towards employment. In 
addition, the curriculum was believed to be more relevant to their needs as it prepared 
them for everyday life to a greater degree than the standard school curriculum did. In a 
similar study using structured clinical interviews, Squires, Kalambouka, & Bragg, 
(2016) interviewed 16 participants of a Youthreach and found that a more relaxed pace, 
enhanced staffing ratios, a more relevant curriculum and improved teacher-learner 
relationships were considered particularly helpful.  
The most comprehensive account of early school leaving in Ireland and the 
responses to it appears to be the research of Smith and Byrne (2010). In-depth life 
history interviews were conducted with 25 young people to provide a detailed 
understanding of their school experiences, their decision to leave school and any plans 
or pathways they may have experienced since leaving school. Their research found that 
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early school leaving has its roots in early experiences of educational failure and often 
struggles with school and schoolwork commence at primary level. Negative interaction 
with teachers is commonly reported by early school leavers, with many feeling they did 
not receive the help they needed or were not listened to. Poor interaction with peers, 
through being isolated or bullied, also contributes to early school leaving.  
Crucially, Smith and Byrne (2010) propose that ‘ability grouping’ (the allocation 
of students to classes according to their academic ability) has a significant effect on 
school drop-out as those allocated to lower streams experience a climate of low 
expectations and negative student-teacher interaction. To address these issues they 
propose fostering a positive school climate, with more active teaching methods and 
flexible ability grouping thus helping engage young people with learning and encourage 
them to complete second level education.   
 Similar findings and recommendations were reported recently with 23 
participants on a Youthreach programme. Gordon (2017) focused on participants 
experiences of ‘adverse childhood experiences’ and in line with previous national and 
international research, the majority reported having had such experiences, with half of 
respondents reporting having experienced four or more types in their lives. A potential 
methodological difficulty with this study was the use of crude percentages to categorise 
various different forms of information the participants gave, without any ability to 
generalise to the Youthreach population as a whole and unfortunately like many other 
studies, there appears to be a lack of depth in terms of what psychological processes are 
being activated by attending such programmes.  
It is worth noting that these studies were carried out with current participants 
and while investigating this may be beneficial particularly in terms of feedback for 
programme revision, equally asking clients to reflect on their experience after an 
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intervention can provide insights only found after a period of self-reflection has 
occurred.  In this regard, there appears to be a distinct lack of qualitative empirical 
research across the international context (Sappa & Bionica, 2011; Smith & Thompson, 
2014). Most studies are in a U.S or U.K context and lack retrospective accounts in 
which a significant period of time has lapsed.  
2.7.1 Qualitative Research with Past Participants of Programmes 
One such study, which interviewed young people after completing a training 
program, found numerous positive outcomes such as increased motivation to find 
employment, increased social skills, self-confidence and self-respect (Seddon et al., 
2013). Participants also described the benefits of having a daily structure in their lives 
which fostered a sense of community and positive peer relationships. However there 
were almost no drawbacks to the training programme mentioned in this study and it is 
unclear whether this as due to the open ended nature of the interviewing process, or the 
particular focus on assessing the strengths of the programme.  
The converse has also been found with programmes found to be of little 
practical help (failing to increase the chance of employment), but still providing a 
degree of social and emotional support (Chen, 2009). Similarly, adolescents interviewed 
shortly after completing a programme communicated that while overall they felt an 
increased sense competence since completing the programme, this was not what would 
provide a lasting sense of confidence, the key determinant for this being obtaining 
stable employment (Sappa and Bionca, 2011).  
A small number of large scale qualitative investigation purely looking at 
participant experiences have been conducted. Zaff et al. (2016) interviewed 203 young 
people through 27 group interviews and found that despite high levels of adverse 
childhood experiences, young people who had left school early and attended an 
alternative education programme displayed a significant degree of social and emotional 
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competencies such as self-awareness, social awareness, relationship skills and 
responsible decision making. This study may be welcomed for its focus on the strengths 
of young people although given the researchers were investigating positive life skills, 
one would question if the researchers had a need to find what their study was 
investigating. Despite this, focusing on positive qualities which may be cultivated is no 
doubt useful, particularly for intervention programmes. As other studies (such as Finaly 
et al., 2010) have alluded to, there is a need to see the resilience and abilities of early 
school leavers in order to be truly effective in improving their lives.  
 While some qualitative studies may lack truly long term follow up, others may 
be undertaken in programmes where arguably an insufficient amount of time has passed 
to assess the real effectiveness. In a recent study of graduates from an alternative 
education programme, Hardnen (2017) conceptualised themes around self-evaluation, 
determination and the role of the family from past participants. However one of the 
inclusion criteria for the study was to have spent a minimum of 9 weeks on the 
programme. Although unclear how many of the participants were at the lower range of 
time on the programme, it is questionable whether 9 weeks  is a sufficient amount of 
time for students to fully gauge their experience and to reflect on the nature of changing. 
In line with other studies however, it found a recurrent theme around the impact of 
relationships with staff on the student’s emotional development.   
2.7.2 Limitations Associated with Current Literature  
While there may be a benefit to conducting mixed-methods research in terms of 
its descriptive value, this often leads to very low numbers from a quantitative 
perspective or lack of depth of personal experience from a qualitative perspective. In 
addition, there is an absence of detail on any potential psychological processes evoked 
or transformed due to attending the Youthreach programme. For example, while 
proposing that the role of trusting relationships are a key facilitator of change is found 
34 
 
in many studies, there is no account of what comprises a trusting relationship or the 
effect of having such a relationships on participants. In addition, there is a lack of any 
retrospective account from past participants fully exploring how they conceptualise 
lasting impacts of attending such programmes over many years. The need for an open 
ended purely qualitative study is no doubt warranted, in the Irish context at least. 
Furthermore, as mentioned previously, while community and educational psychology 
have devoted some attention to the area of early school leaving, there is a considerable 
lack of studies derived from the area of clinical psychology. Given the implications in 
relation to mental health and social problems, this is an area to be considered relevant to 
the discipline.  
2.8 A Youthreach Programme Providing A Different Path Through Education  
This research aims to address some of these deficits by conducting an open-
ended qualitative study with participants who have completed an alternative education 
programme and are reflecting on their experience at least two years since completing it. 
This opportunity arose from one such service in Ireland, a Youthreach which has 
evolved and developed its own programme to assist young people who have left school, 
may have also become involved in criminality, and are on probation.  
The centre is located in a designated area of social disadvantage and has a 
typical profile of participants following national trends. Rising to the challenge of this 
particular group, the management and staff of the centre have found the need to adapt 
their programme and therapeutic approach over the years.  While maintaining an 
academic program in line with the National Framework of Qualifications Levels one - 
five, they follow not only the Youthreach programme of personal, social and 




While the majority of second level schools in Ireland follow a set curriculum in 
a structured manner, this centre adopts a flexible approach to timetabling, teaching 
approach, experiential learnings, offset visits, and different modes of learning. 
Education may occur in small groups or on a 1:1 basis. Individual learning plans are 
usually devised for each student and reviewed on an ongoing basis. There is constant 
monitoring of the development and welfare of the student.  
The aim of the programme is to equip young early school leavers with the 
knowledge, skills and confidence to participate fully in society and progress to further 
education, training and employment. This involves personal development group 
sessions, access to a counsellor as well as informal interactions with staff members to 
provide life skill development, emotional validation and the provision of coping skills 
and life skills. Efforts are made to improve personal qualities such as responsibility, 
self-esteem, sociability, integrity, honesty, and self-management. Pertinent to this 
research this centre has become synonymous with how such services can achieve real 
meaningful outcomes for its participants. While considered by the Department of 
Education and Skills to have very high levels of retention, completion and uptake of 
further education compared to other services in the country, there is a view that a more 
comprehensive understanding of the outcomes of the service would be desirable. 
The centre works with a challenging population that experience highly 
challenging psychosocial influences. Its aim is arguably a difficult one to achieve - to 
return marginalised youth to education where the standard educational system has not 
been able to provide the specialised support they require as well as contain their 
emotional volatility, encourage following a path characterised by academic study, 
personal growth and career choice, a path that many in their community and perhaps 
some of their families, have not had an opportunity to partake in. 
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 2.9 The Aim of this Research  
This research aims to understand the lived experience of past participants who 
attended a community based intervention programme and wishes to investigate if any 
processes of change have occurred for them while attending the programme beyond 
merely academic achievement. By seeking the participants to evaluate their experience 
from their own unique perspective, the aim is to elicit an understanding of the range of 
factors which promote engagement in such programmes, success and completion.  It 
further seeks to address some of the deficits which are noted in other studies of this 
kind, namely the lack of engagement of young people in the research process and low 
incidents of truly long term retrospective accounts. The value in carrying out this 
research is not only to provide participant-led recommendations for future 
improvements but to understand the processes which may lead to change within the 
young person themselves and thus contribute to a greater understanding of how to 
engage a vulnerable population, improve retention rates and obtain meaningful 
outcomes.  
The primary research questions for exploration in the current study are: 
“What is the lived experience of partaking in the programme from the perspective 
of participants who have completed it?” 
 
“How do past participants of the programme define their own personal outcomes 
derived from taking part in the programme” 
 




Chapter 3: Methodology 
3.1 Chapter Introduction  
This chapter will firstly outline the rationale for adopting a qualitative 
methodology for the study followed by a description of the Interpretative 
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) approach to qualitative research. The chapter will 
then provide a detailed description of the individuals who participated in the research, 
followed by the procedure involved in data collection and data analysis. The chapter 
will end with a discussion of trustworthiness and credibility checks, ethical concerns 
and researcher reflexivity in relation to this study. 
3.2 Rationale for Research Methodology 
Previous literature on early school leaving has tended to primarily utilise a 
quantitative methodology to investigate the causes and effects of early school leaving 
(Smith & Thompson, 2014). While contributing to enhancing our understanding of the 
issue, there can be a tendency to simplify the subjective experience of participants, 
particularly in terms of psychological processes which may be evoked or transformed 
through effective intervention. This may be due to the nature of quantitative analysis, 
which involves hypothesis testing largely based on calculating frequencies or the size of 
associations between different aspects of a phenomenon under investigation. While this 
may suggest a degree of scientific rigour, too often effect sizes are small and the 
correlations calculated are suggested to increase understanding of a subject, while the 
underlying meaning may be lost (McLeod, 2011; Timulak, 2015). Additionally, 
Pietkiewicz & Smith, (2014) propose that psychological phenomenon may be translated 
into numerical values so as to utilise statistical analysis techniques and while having 
demonstrated applicability in clinical settings, it may also promote a reductionist 
approach to understanding complex psychological issues  
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In contrast, qualitative methodologies seek to collect data in naturalistic settings 
with participants and researchers jointly contributing to the collection of data though 
expression and interpretation. Qualitative analysis aims to capture the complexity of 
phenomena being studied while also managing to illustrate a diversity of perspectives 
from the participants involved (Flick, 2009). The primary aim of this research was to 
explore and understand an intervention for early school leavers interpreted through their 
own experience and what experiences if any, had a lasting meaningful impact on them. 
Therefore a qualitative approach was considered the most appropriate means of 
investigation with its emphasis on taking a phenomenological approach to 
understanding human concepts, and an openness to gaining different individual insights 
from each participant. 
3.3 Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) 
 Given the exploratory nature of this research, Interpretative Phenomenological 
Analysis (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2012) was considered to be the most suitable 
approach to investigate the participant’s unique and diverse experiences of the 
programme. Other approaches were considered such as (i) thematic analysis (ii) 
discourse analysis (iii) narrative approaches and (iv) grounded theory.  Thematic 
analysis adopts a constructivist approach to researching issues; truth and meaning are 
constructed from an individuals’ experience, taking existential and contextual factors 
into consideration (Braun & Clarke, 2006). While this flexibility was in line with the 
desired methodology of this research, it was believed that IPA would be more effective 
at providing increased depth of subjective lived experience. Discourse analysis was 
rejected as an approach due to its emphasis on the function of the language used to 
describe experiences as opposed to the nature of the experiences themselves (Breeze, 
2011). A narrative approach could have involved the collection of life stories through 
various mediums and analysis of their content and structure. However this was not 
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considered viable given the population under study. Grounded theory aims to create a 
theory of phenomena which is grounded in the data and again faithful to the lived 
experience of participants (McLeod, 2011). While this may help gain insight into 
participants’ experience of a programme, its focus on the development of formal theory 
was not the goal of the current research question. 
As a method, IPA draws upon phenomenology, hermeneutics and idiography to 
assist researchers in understanding how people make sense of their personal and social 
worlds (Smith et al., 2012). The phenomenological component of IPA refers to the 
subjective examination of experience and consciousness; in particular the areas of 
thought, perception, memory, emotion and action (Smith, 2013). Phenomenology 
examines experience as a lived process, incorporating evolving perspective and 
meanings that are unique to the individual’s relationship within the world (Pietkiewicz 
& Smith, 2014). 
The hermeneutic foundation of the IPA approach focuses on facilitating the 
expression of a participant’s interpretation of their experience, as well as the 
researcher’s own interpretation of the participant experience. Smith et al. (2012) call 
this the ‘double-hermeneutic’, where both the participant is making sense of their 
experience, while the researcher is attempting to make sense of what the participant is 
saying. IPA recognises here that the researcher does not have direct-access to the 
participant’s inner world, and so is required to engage in sustained, prolonged 
interaction with the spoken word through a process of interpretation (Smith, 1995). 
During this process, an important concept to consider is the hermeneutic circle. To 
make sense of any one part, it is necessary to consider it in the context of the whole – 
for example, a single quote within a transcript. To understand the whole transcript, it is 
necessary to examine all the parts. This concept outlines the dynamic, non-linear, 
reiterative process of interpretation involved in IPA (Smith et al., 2012).   
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The idiographic influence within IPA refers to a researcher’s attention to detail 
in relation to the goal of gaining a sense of depth in the analysis. (Smith et al., 2012). It 
also refers to IPA’s concern with understanding particular experiential phenomena from 
the perspective of a particular person, rather than making claims at a group or 
population level. Only after an attempt at accounting for each participant’s unique 
perspective, can there be an attempt at generating over-arching statements from the data 
(Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). In regards to data collection, a specific benefit of the 
idiographic approach is the ability of the researcher to adopt wide ranging flexibility to 
allow participants to discuss aspects of their experiences that may not have been 
anticipated by the researcher. There is therefore the potential to discover novel concepts 
and expand understanding to an even greater degree (Brocki & Wearden, 2006).  
3.4 Participants  
 3.4.1 Recruitment  
Given that this study was concerned with the potential long term outcomes from 
taking part in the programme, only past participants were focused on for the research. 
While researching current participants before, during and after participation would have 
equal benefit, this was not considered feasible given the limited time available to 
conduct the study. For recruitment, the management of the centre provided an historical 
register of young people who had attended the programme at some point over the past 
10 years. To determine which participants would be contacted for participation, the 
researcher used random selection to ensure each past participant had an equal chance of 
being offered a chance. A randomised list of names was then generated and returned to 
the centre.  Given the known difficulties in recruitment of this population (Finlay et al. 
2010), staff members who had worked closely with previous attendees made contact 
over the telephone and offered a chance to participate in the research. Those who were 
interested in taking part were then provided with an Information Sheet (Appendix A) 
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which outlined the purpose of the research, what participation involved, how 
confidentiality would be maintained and the right to withdraw at any time. Participants 
were then recruited to the study between July 2017 and September 2017. 
3.4.2 Inclusion Criteria 
Participants were required to meet two inclusion criteria to take part in the study. 
The first was the requirement to be over 18 years of age and secondly to have at least 
two years post completion of the programme. The primary aim of the second inclusion 
criteria was to ensure each participant had considerable time post completion of the 
programme to reflect on its meaning and consider any continued impact on their lives 
currently.   
3.4.3 Sample Size  
14 participants agreed to be interviewed for the current study from a total of 
twenty who were contacted. Participants were nine males and five females between the 
ages of 21 and 30 years of age (mean = 24.14years). Smith et al. (2012) suggest a 
benefit in working with smaller sample sizes in capturing the essence of individual 
experiences. They have suggested a sample of between four and ten interviews as being 
sufficient for professional doctorate research projects. This research wanted to provide 
the most empirically sound study possible and so aimed for the highest possible 
participant numbers while being mindful that IPA emphasises depth rather than breath 
in terms of participant experience and the value of a meaningful interpretation. The 
concept of saturation was considered in research supervision in the latter stages of 
conducting the interviews and by participant 14, this was considered to have been 
reached.  
3.4.4 Demographic Information 
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Details on participant demographics are outlined in Table 3.1 below including 
the number of years since completing the programme (mean = five years). Pseudonyms 
have been used to protect anonymity. 
Table 3.1: Participant Demographic Information 
Participant 
Number 






1 Evan Male 22 2011 2013 4 
2 Amy Female 21 2013 2015 2 
3 Anthony Male 26 2008 2010 7 
4 Mary Female 23 2010 2012 5 
5 Tom Male 27 2007 2009 8 
6 Simone Female 30 2006 2008 9 
7 Faye Female 22 2010 2012 5 
8 Des Male 29 2006 2008 9 
9 Dave Male 23 2011 2013 4 
10 Liam Male 21 2013 2015 2 
11 Lenny Male 21 2012 2014 3 
12 James Male 26 2009 2011 6 
13 Sophie Female 24 2011 2013 4 
14 Karl Male 23 2012 2015 2 
 
3.5 Data Collection   
3.5.1 Semi-Structured Interviews 
 Initially focus groups were considered as a method of data collection. However 
given the historical difficulties in recruitment of the population and potentially sensitive 
nature of the topics under investigation, they were not believed to be the best way to 
obtain the richest amount of data. Potentially a more personal and psychologically safe 
1:1 interview would result in more disclosure and ultimately more meaning. Semi-
structured 1:1 interviews were considered the most appropriate means of data collection 
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as they are flexible enough to explore topics that arise during the interview in more 
depth, while still providing a degree of structure to the interview. (Smith, 1995).  
The main advantage of conducting semi-structured interviews involves the 
researcher’s ability to examine in more depth certain topics that arise during the course 
of the interview, while also observing particular areas of priority and concern mentioned 
by participants (Smith & Dunworth, 2003). In addition, semi-structured interviews 
allow informants the freedom to express their views in their own terms. They also 
provide an opportunity for learning on the part of the researcher as the information 
obtained from such interviews may additional provide reasons for the answers the 
participants give.  
Some limitations in their use have also been noted. Memom & Bull, (2000) 
caution that a significant degree of interview skill is required in comparison to 
structured clinical interviews, to balance the requirement of leading and following the 
client. The interview questions must also be carefully planned so as not to make the 
questions prescriptive and similarly the researcher must be cautious analysing the data 
so as not to construe too much if such leading has occurred.  
Interviews for this study were conducted using a semi- structured interview 
schedule (Appendix B). Questions were developed in accordance with the conventions 
recommended by Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009) involving reviewing existing 
literature, consulting the research supervisor and personal reflection and were also 
informed by the broader research questions about participant’s experiences of the 
programme. The schedule included initial descriptive questions in relation to participant 
demographics and were followed by more in-depth narrative and evaluative questions 
on particular aspects and experiences of the programme. Interview topics consisted of 
preconceptions of centre before attending, experiences of staff and peers as well as any 
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personal learning’s that may have been acquired by participants. The schedule was 
reviewed by the academic supervisor before being utilised in the interviews. 
3.5.2 Setting up the Interviews 
Potential participants who had expressed an interest in participating in the study 
liaised with a member of the programme team to arrange a suitable date and time to be 
interviewed. All interviews took place in a quiet room within the centre premises. Prior 
to commencing the interview, participants were provided with another copy of the 
information sheet and given the opportunity to ask any questions they had in relation to 
the study. Participants were then asked to provide written consent by signing a consent 
form (Appendix C). Participants were also informed verbally of their right to withdraw 
from the interview at any stage and the absence of any negative consequences in 
relation to withdrawal of consent. Limits to confidentiality in terms of child protection 
and ensuring personal safety and the safety of others were discussed with all 
participants. Permission was sought to audio record the interview using a digital 
Dictaphone and this was granted by all the participants. Given how much the centre is 
intertwined with the local community, the anonymous nature of participation was 
emphasised again. 
3.5.3 Pilot Study 
The value of conducting a pilot study has been well documented within the 
qualitative literature. The main reason is to assess the feasibility of a full-scale 
study/survey and assist in the designing of the research protocol (Thabane, et al, 2006). 
In addition, assessing whether the research protocol is realistic and workable, the 
collection of preliminary data and an assessment of the proposed data analysis technique 
may be useful to uncover potential problems. On a broader scale, pilot studies may be 
used to convince funding bodies that the main study is feasible and worth funding (In, 
2017). Furthermore, a pilot study provides valuable information, not only for the 
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researcher's main study, but also for other similar studies and therefore it is crucial to 
include complete information on the feasibility of the study (In, 2017).  Despite the fact 
that pilot studies are very useful remarkably most go unreported as most research is 
concerned with statistical outcome rather than feasibility per se (Kannan & Gowri, 
2010).  
Forming the basis of a small scale study at the centre, a pilot study was 
conducted on 3 individuals to assess the feasibility of the study and refine the research 
questions and methodology if necessary. Staff members in the centre requested 
voluntary participation from past participants of the programme that were familiar to 
them and may have had an interest in contributing to the research. The purpose of the 
pilot study was to allow the researcher to become familiar with the process of 
conducting the interview schedule and engaging with the participants. The pilot study 
gave the researcher the ability to adjust any interview questions to elicit greater depth of 
information depending on what areas emerged. Feedback from the pilot interview was 
incorporated into the interview schedule, with the phrasing of particular questions 
changed. The overall structure of the schedule remained largely unchanged following a 
review within research supervision. 
3.5.4 Conducting the Interviews 
The interviewer (and author of this research) is a qualified psychologist with 
five years’ post-graduate experience and a psychologist in clinical training. Memom and 
Bull’s (2000) principles for conducting effective qualitative interviews were followed 
throughout the interview process. The researcher was keen to provide a relaxed 
atmosphere in the interviews and therefore adopted a casual, exploratory interview style 
consisting of open ended questions and reflections. This was to facilitate the 
development of a relationship with each participant so participants could share their 
experiences in their own way (Minichiello et al., 1995). The interview schedule was 
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therefore used in a flexible manner to guide participants as they reflected on topics 
aiming to garner as much information as possible about their experience. The researcher 
adopted an exploratory, conversational tone throughout the interview. At times the 
researcher probed to gather more detailed information to elucidate a richer, more 
insightful account of participants’ experiences. Overall however, the researcher 
attempted to maintain flexibility throughout the interview process, following 
participants as they discussed topics explored during interview. Following completion 
of interviews, participants were provided with an opportunity to ask any questions they 
had in relation to the interview. 
All interviews were completed in one sitting and lasted from approximately 25 - 
65 minutes (mean duration = 52 minutes). On completion of the interview, participants 
were thanked for taking part and asked if they had any questions in relation to the 
interview. They were also provided with a verbal debrief in which they were advised 
that if any distress had been evoked from participating, they were free to contact the 
counselling service attached to the programme or any member of staff.  
Personal reflections and research memos were kept by the researcher throughout 
the research process (see Appendix D for extracts). These were utilised before and after 
the interviews, during research supervision and for the write-up of the results. Research 
memos were an aid to considering the multitude of interacting issues and ideas 
generated throughout the analysis while personal reflections were used to assist in 
providing an interpretation, while being mindful of the researchers own lens and its 
potential influence on the data.  
The audio recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim into Microsoft Word 
documents to ensure an authentic record was available to be analysed. Transcription 
took place shortly after each interview was completed to assist in preventing inaccurate 
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interpretations of data (Lee & Breen, 2007). Any identifiable information was removed 
from the transcript. Transcription took approximately four hours per interview. Table 
3.2 below contains information on the fourteen interviews conducted.  
Table 3.2: Participant Interview Information   
Pseudonym Interview Duration Subjective Appraisal of Presentation 
During Interview 
Evan 50 minutes 30 seconds 
Good self-awareness, willing to speak 
about personal issues.  
Amy 52 minutes 40seconds 
Polite, wary at the start, spoke openly as 
interview progressed. Emotional in 
relation to the centre’s help. 
Anthony 68 minutes 35seconds 
Guarded answers about life before 
attending, confident about abilities now.  
Mary 47 minutes 25 seconds 
Talkative, wary at the start, asked if 
interview would appear in the paper.  
Tom 65 minutes 10seconds 
Reflective in terms of change, interested 
in what research was about.   
Simone 60 minutes 40 seconds 
Very talkative, confident demeanour, 
focused on positivity.  
Faye 45 minutes 35 seconds 
Wary at the start, unclear about life 
before attending the centre. 
Des 57 minutes 20 seconds 
Serious demeanour, somewhat tense but 
positive about change. 
Dave 58 minutes 25 seconds 
Strong confident voice, spoke in long 
sentences.  
Liam 55 minutes 40seconds 
Emotional at times remembering 
significant events. 
Lenny 48 minutes 35 seconds 
Very talkative, energetic, generally open 
about personal issues. 
James 25 minutes 20seconds Head down, spoke low, anxious.   
Sophie 50 minutes 30 seconds 
Confident in answers, laughed at some 
memories. 
Karl 54 minutes 45 seconds 





3.6 Data Analysis 
After transcription was complete the researcher uploaded the transcripts into 
NVIVO, a data management software application. NVIVO was utilised purely to aid in 
managing the large amount of data collected (Over 75,000 words of interviews) and to 
facilitate calculating the frequency of emerging themes. Please note that NVIVO is not 
used to perform any particular data analysis, nor does it play a role in the manner in 
which IPA is conducted, NVIVO is purely a software tool for managing a large amount 
of raw data. The process of I.P.A as outlined by Smith et al. (2012) was followed 
throughout the analysis. The researcher became increasingly familiar with the data by 
listening to the audio recordings while reading the transcripts and making additional 
notes. These comments included descriptive, linguistic and conceptual comments. A 
period of time was spent reflecting on a particular interview before re-engaging with it 
again to facilitate the perception of new or alternative interpretations, while being 
mindful that themes should emerge through repetition across numerous transcripts 
rather than merely within one transcript. An example of how the coded transcripts were 
collated is provided in Appendix E. The explicit stages followed in the analytic process 


























Figure 3.1: IPA Approach to Interview Data  
 
3.7 Research Trustworthiness and Credibility 
Smith et al. (2012) recommend using Yardley’s criteria for assessing the validity 
of a qualitative analysis. Yardley (2000) proposes establishing trustworthiness and 
Stage 1: Familiarisation with the interview transcript 
This stage involves listening to the audio recording and the reading and re-reading of the individual 
interview transcript to recall the cognitive and affective perspectives on the interview. This process 
helps the researcher gain an overall appreciation of the individual participant’s experience of the 
interview. 
Stage 2: Initial coding 
Free textual analysis of the transcript takes place, where the researcher identifies and comments on 
units of meaning in the text. Common clusters of meaning are developed. Exploratory comments take 
the shape of 1) descriptive comments 2) linguistic comments and 3) conceptual comments. 
Deconstruction techniques including reading the text backwards aid the analysis process. 
Stage 3: Interpretative coding 
At this stage the researcher performs a deeper analysis, applying psychological concepts and different 
interpretative lenses to the data. 
Stage 4: Identification of emergent themes 
This stage sees the development of categories or emergent themes based on the researcher’s comments 
and initial notes of the interview sections 
Stage 5: Identification of subordinate themes 
Reflecting on the analysis leads to the connection of emergent themes to form subordinate themes for 
each interview. An idiographic approach is taken where each interview is analysed and coded in detail 
before the next interview is analysed.  
Stage 6: Identification of superordinate themes 
A meta-analysis of the various themes for all the interviews takes place; highlighting differences and 
similarities across participants’ experiences. This helps develop links between interviews and develop 
overall superordinate themes that apply across the data. Some emergent themes are discarded as they 
are not subsumed under the abstraction process.  
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credibility procedures under the following domains, (i) sensitivity to context; (ii) 
commitment and rigour; (iii) transparency and coherence; (iv) impact and importance. 
The researcher aimed to maintain the credibility of the research by considering each of 
these areas.  
3.7.1 Sensitivity to Context 
The researcher demonstrated this concept at numerous points during the research 
process. Initially by becoming familiar with the relevant empirical literature in relation 
to early school leaving and community-based intervention programmes both in a 
national and international context. When considering the methodology, the IPA 
approach was chosen as its phenomenological foundation offered a useful means of 
gaining insight into individual’s personal experiences. In addition, the semi-structured 
interview style was chosen for amongst other reasons, the ability to offer flexibility and 
adaptability during the interview given the potential sensitivity of certain aspects of 
participant’s lives. During the interview process the researcher was aware of the socio-
cultural background of participants and possible previous or current mental health 
difficulties. Efforts were made to develop rapport and provide a relaxed non-
judgemental atmosphere in the interviews. During the write-up of results, the researcher 
attempted to provide context to the interpretative analysis by providing verbatim 
quotations from participants. 
3.7.2 Commitment and Rigour 
The researcher attended academic workshops on qualitative research design and 
qualitative data analysis. The researcher also consulted with peers and fellow 
researchers using IPA methodologies to adhere to the principles of commitment and 
rigour in the research. The researcher attempted to demonstrate commitment to the 
research process by closely following the guidance offered by Smith et al. (2004) on 
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how to plan, gather and analyse the data using an IPA approach. In an effort to maintain 
commitment during data analysis, a software data management tool was utilised to 
ensure an efficient and systematic approach was taken to managing the large amount of 
data. Discussions with the research supervisor further supported commitment and rigour 
in the overall process of conducting the research. 
 3.7.3 Transparency and Coherence 
Primarily this involved ensuring a coherence between the foundations of the IPA 
approach, the research question and the approach undertaken to explore the research 
question. This was demonstrated by clearly describing the research process involved in 
the study, particularly in relation to data collection and data analysis. Specific extracts 
of the data analytic processes are also provided within this report (Please see Appendix 
F). In addition an audit of the data was conducted by the research supervisor which 
involved examining the accuracy of the emergent themes, as well as the appropriateness 
of final superordinate and subordinate themes as being truly representative of the 
original data in the transcripts. Finally, keeping a reflective journal allowed the 
researcher to note personal opinions, questions, emotional reactions and any other 
relevant information in a spontaneous and unedited way and assisted in documenting 
the process of conducting the research.  
 3.7.4 Impact and Importance 
Given the general lack of relevant literature pertaining to early school leavers 
lived experience of intervention programmes, it is hoped this research will add to the 
empirical knowledge base, not only in terms of understanding the psychological 
processes involved in undergoing meaningful intervention, but also by providing useful 
information which may be applied in educational and clinical settings. There are few 
opportunities to access this ‘hard to reach’ population and therefore any findings from 
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this study could be considered a valuable addition in our quest to understanding what is 
truly beneficial to this group. 
3.8 Ethical Considerations 
Ethical approval for this study was sought and obtained from the Faculty of 
Education and Health Sciences Research Ethics Committee, University of Limerick 
prior to commencement (See Appendix G). The board of management of the centre 
were happy to accept the ethical approval granted by the University of Limerick as 
sufficient for conducting the research. Consideration of all relevant ethical issues was 
guided by the Psychology Society of Ireland (2011) ‘Code of Professional Ethics’ 
throughout the research process.  
In terms of recruitment, since a programme staff member contacted the potential 
participants in the study, there could have been some implicit pressure to participate. To 
combat this the staff member stressed the confidential nature of taking part and assured 
their anonymity in the write up of the findings. Informed consent was sought from each 
participant by way of an information letter, consent form and the opportunity to ask 
questions in relation to the research. 
Although each participant was over 18, the researcher considered participants a 
potentially vulnerable group. The researcher remained sensitive to this throughout the 
interviewing and maintained a vigilance for signs of emotional distress. Each participant 
was made aware that they could speak to a staff member or in-house counsellor after the 
interviews if they felt in any way distressed by any topic that was spoken about.  
In terms of data analysis, transcript pseudonyms were used to help safeguard 
participant confidentiality. Other identifying information such as staff and participant 
names were altered or removed to provide another layer of confidentiality. The laptop 
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used to store transcripts and audio recordings was password protected and known only 
by the researcher.  
3.9 Reflexivity 
 The researcher’s interest in this topic derived from previous experience with 
similar populations who required intensive therapeutic input. There was also a sense of 
curiosity evoked on hearing about the centre and the reputation for positive outcomes it 
had gained. While a considerable portion of the established empirical literature concerns 
itself with the negative effects and outcomes of early school leaving, the opportunity to 
investigate the phenonmenon through the experience of the participants themselves, 
which appears to be largely positive was a refreshing angle to consider in studying this 
issue. 
Fundamental to the IPA methodology is an acknowledgement that the 
researcher’s beliefs, assumptions and previous experience may influence the quality of 
the overall analysis in either a facilitative or inhibitory way (Smith, 2004). In terms of 
facilitating the process, the researcher was mindful of their role as a psychologist and 
the benefits this may bring in terms of rapport building, being relational and formulating 
the possible psychological processes which may emerge from the data. However this 
could also have threatened the impartiality required for this study. Having developed 
adherence to certain paradigms there was a risk that data collected would be interpreted 
through one specific psychological lens. To combat this the researcher was mindful of 
the integrative approach to working with individuals throughout the research process. 
The researcher was open to understanding the phenomenon through psychodynamic, 
humanistic and cognitive behavioural concepts but ultimately through the language and 
meaning placed on issues by participants themselves.   
54 
 
 From a clinical perspective, the researcher was mindful that he had worked with 
somewhat similar populations in the past and this may have produced inherent 
assumptions including bias. This may have been in relation to the capacity for change in 
a young person if the socio-cultural system around them has been severely hampering 
their development. On reflection however, I recalled certain young people who had 
come from places of adversity and made positive change. I therefore wished to keep an 
open mind to what potential experiences these young people had and utilised research 
supervision in this regard. I was also informed before conducting the study that this 
organisation had a high number of positive outcomes and I found it to be relatively easy 
to obtain participants for the study. This brought an initial bias towards assuming their 
experiences and that of the organisation, were predominantly positive. I addressed this 
by ensuring to ask about any negative experiences during the interviews and 
acknowledging that I was only getting the views of 14 participants and that this may not 
reflect the overall experience of the centre. The process of this research therefore 
allowed me to adopt a more balanced view of such services.  
 IPA acknowledges that a definitive, unbiased account of participant’s 
experiences is not necessarily possible nor required (Osborn & Smith, 1998), it is the 
researcher’s engagement with the data that in effect creates meaning. However by 
utilising trustworthiness and credibility checks as outlined above, the researcher aimed 
to maintain a high degree of impartiality in the data analysis. Overall by acknowledging 
that this was an investigation the researcher would discover and learn from, helped 
address the need for openness, while being mindful of the need for scientific rigour.  
3.10 Conclusion 
This chapter has provided an account of the rationale for adopting a qualitative 
approach to the study followed by a description of how Interpretative Phenomenological 
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Analysis (IPA) was conducted. There followed a description of the individuals who 
participated in the research and how the research was conducted. The chapter concluded 
by considering trustworthiness and credibility checks as well as ethical concerns and 




















Chapter 4: Results 
 
4.1 Introduction 
 The following chapter presents the superordinate and subordinate themes which 
emerged from the analysis. Each theme will be summarised in the context of 
understanding the lived experience of those who have completed the programme. The 
researcher’s interpretation of each theme will be provided as well as direct quotes from 
the participants to illustrate and support the interpretation. Direct quotes will be 
italicised with the use of three dots to indicate the removal of some text to provide 
greater clarity and more flow in the participants’ expression. Reflective boxes are used 
throughout the chapter to provide an account of the researcher’s personal reflections on 
the interview process, the participants and the themes as they emerged.  
4.2 Overview of Research Findings 
The diagram in Figure 1 below represents a summary of participants lived 
experience of attending the programme.   Aspects of participant experience can be 
viewed as a dynamic, interactive process of change. While not necessarily sequential, 
there is a sense of moving through the diagram from the top, akin to how participants 
progressed through the programme. It was created as a consequence of listening to the 
stories during the interviews in which participants tended to detail their experiences as 
having happened before attending the programme, during the programme or after the 
programme. Therefore the themes were structured in that manner, having a beginning 
middle and end. It was derived after the analysis (which followed the standard IPA 
process) merely as a way of structuring the themes and presenting them for the reader, 




The first theme, ‘A Life of Rejection’ relates to the participants’ experiences of 
their outside world before attending the service and how this resulted in a rejection of 
themselves and their needs. The second theme, ‘Respecting the Individual’ relates to 
their experience of staff members approach to working with them which focused on 
highlighting their potential and offering choices. The third theme, ‘Nurturing 
Relationships’ relates to how participants experienced the relationships which were 
cultivated with staff members and the qualities inherent in these relationships. These 
two themes work in conjunction to provide the necessary conditions for the next theme 
to occur, ‘Meeting Needs’. The result of this leads to the fifth theme, ‘Forming a 
Different Identity’ which is characterised by increased self-knowledge and new 
direction in life. The sixth theme, ‘Lasting Impact’ relates to the perceived long term 
effect that the experience of the programme has had on participants’ lives which occurs 
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4.3 A Life of Rejection 
When describing their lives prior to attending the centre, many of the 
participants characterised their daily experiences as predominantly negative, particularly 
in relation to school. School was viewed as a place where they experienced multiple 
rejections as their needs for a more specialised approach were not recognised or 
responded to.  Discrimination both in school and in society was spoken about by many, 
which may have accentuated a sense of inferiority and inability to achieve like others.  
Their experience of rejection in their world, in school and therefore in themselves, 
appears to have led to a degree of anti-social behaviour and a pessimistic view of the 
future.  
4.3.1 Negative View of Self  
When the participants reflected on their sense of self before attending the 
programme, it was characterised by low self-esteem, low self-efficacy and high self-
criticism. This keen dislike for themselves was often accompanied by a belief that 
others would dislike them also. This culminated in a young person who was hurt but 
angry, sometimes with a self-assured persona to cover it all up. As Evan recalls,   
“I used to have an attitude, a stinking attitude. If you’d seen me, you 
wouldn't want to approach me, you'd be afraid you'd get attacked. I was 
angry with, I don't even know who I was angry with, just very angry, very 
tense.”           
It is worth noting the mixture of strong emotions in Evan’s self-appraisal, anger 
and nervous tension, yet the difficulty he has in being able to attribute a reason. While 
speaking about the causes of their negativity may have proven difficult, participants 
were forthright with the negative words they used to describe their ways of being. 
Words such as 'wild', ‘mad’, 'bold', ‘reckless’, 'tense' and a word of particular interest as 
it continuously re-emerged - ‘nothing’. It was repeatedly used to describe their internal 
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world, suggesting a sense of internal emptiness, an absence of drive to succeed or 
potential to be fulfilled.   
“I had nothing before I came down here.” (Mary) 
“I was like, they have brains [other students], I have nothing” (Tom)  
“When I got thrown out of school, I had nowhere to go and nothing to do” 
(Evan)  
“Like after school I would just sit at home, watching telly, doing nothing” 
(Anthony) 
When school is finally given up on, or school finally gives up on them, 
participants lacked self-belief that returning to education would be possible, or 
that other goals could be realised and action could be taken to achieve them.  
“When I left school I thought that’s it, I’m not going to do anything, I 
didn't have confidence…I never thought I'd go to college, never thought I 
would see the day really.” (Simone) 
The result was to mask this sense of inferiority with defences of anger and 
hostility. As Mary recalls her ‘meanness’ was as much towards herself as it was towards 
others. Her not caring about her future in reality, represented a sense of not caring about 
herself.    
“I was mean. I was even mean to myself. Taking myself for granted. It was  
like I was throwing my life away” (Mary) 
This meant that for many that during the initial stages of the programme, they 
expressed an attitude of not caring, not viewing staff members’ efforts to assist them by 
providing opportunities to learn with any significance. Tom realises now that his 
bragging attitude was really a defence against admitting the significance of this second 
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chance. To admit that education could be useful, was to admit that this was something 
that had been missing in his life.   
“I was cocky but I wasn't, if you can understand…When I came in here  
I thought, ‘I'm the man, no one's going to tell me what to do’”    
However the level of mental health difficulties that can accompany this outward 
appearance of strength and ‘cocky’ attitude in early school leavers should not be mis-
understood. In reality when Tom remembers being 16 he remembers,    
“…going through stuff myself, I was suicidal, I tried to commit suicide.”  
        
While there was no mention of particular adverse childhood experiences, 
traumatic events or family dynamics by most of the participants, Amy seems to 
summarise her lived experience quite succinctly and alluded to environmental factors, 
“I never knew what it was like to be around positivity before.” 
4.3.2 School as Invalidating  
While a variety of environmental factors may have caused this sense of rejection 
for participants, their experience of school appears to have been a significant 
contributory factor. School was a place associated with anxiety, anger, fighting and poor 
academic performance. It further appeared to merely confirm a lack of ability to achieve 
in life thus further contribute to low self-esteem. Participants believed there was a 
prevailing lack of acknowledgement that they required a more individualised approach 
and a less adversarial environment. However there was also an acknowledgement by 
some participants that they may not have been suited to the typical school environment; 
as Faye puts it ‘In fairness, I was wild’. Nonetheless it would seem that regardless of the 
behavioural challenges some students may have caused their school at times, their 
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experience of a discriminatory attitude from teachers is without justification and was 
spoke about as a common occurrence, 
“They judge where you’re from and stuff. When they hear you’re from 
Moyross they would be like, "look at her, its typical"…then the teacher is 
not going to help you because she doesn’t want to help you, she doesn’t 
think you are capable of doing anything with your life.” (Faye) 
The ‘help’ that students may have needed appeared to be in the form of 
changing the method of teaching, providing extra allowances of time to aid in 
understanding concepts, or increasing the degree of repetition of difficult areas of 
the curriculum.  
“When the teachers were talking to me, I was like, I can't understand what 
they're saying, dumb it down a bit, but they never did.” (Tom) 
 
“They teach you something once, and they expect you to know it like that. 
My concentration when I'm down and surrounded by those people is low”.  
(Evan) 
However Evan acknowledges that he was ‘down’ before even attempting to 
engage in the academic environment that day. Indeed many participants acknowledged 
that during their school days, there were times when they could have benefited from 
some emotional support but felt that there was no adult in their school which they had 
some degree of a trusting relationship with. As Des explains,    
“If something goes on for a young fella at the weekend, say he got beat up, 
say he lost a family member, say he broke up with his girlfriend, anything. 
He can't express that at home, but maybe he could with the teacher. He 
can't though, because he has no relationship with the teacher.”  
The result is a certain degree of suffering in silence. Students often spoke 
of just sitting in classes listening to material that they did not understand. In 
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conjunction with a passing comment from a teacher or another student, there was 
a sense of pressure building, eventually experiencing the school as emotionally 
overwhelming.  
“I got thrown out of school for fighting. I was constantly fighting. I 
couldn't handle the school itself. I never got a chance to learn” (Evan) 
Dave explains another process of how emotional dysregulation can lead to an 
expulsion. His straight forward use of language is striking and interspersed with 
poignant words and phrases. It reflects many of the student’s experience. 
“The teacher will forget about you. She won't ask you for anything 
anymore, it got to a stage that I had a desk in the back of the classroom on 
my own and I would just sit there and the teacher would just ignore 
me….you’re just abandoned basically.”  
‘Abandoned’ is a strong word to use and another potential experience of 
rejection which may contribute to negative self – appraisal. The word is often associated 
with negative attachment experiences due to its ability to symbolise the significant 
emotional reaction a child can have to rejection. On an emotional level, Dave explains 
how it,  
“Drives you mad…. 
...that’s when you start messing even more because you’re thinking, 
‘What's the point of even being in school?’ That's when the teacher flings 
you out, that's when the principal calls you in, that’s when they say to you 





Although school was mentioned as a reason for difficulties, I wondered why no other 
factors were. I didn’t ask directly about family as the interviews involved open ended 
questions and the main focus was on the experience of attending the programme. The 
fact that so many didn’t mention family was something I couldn’t help view however as 
the elephant in the room. Something perhaps so sensitive it can’t be spoken about with a 
visitor in a first and one off interview. I was dismayed at the students recalling 
discrimination by teachers and yet do not doubt their accounts, particularly since so 
many voiced this concern. Something worthy of full exploration by researchers in its 
own right. 
 
4.4 Respecting the Individual   
“I know it’s a strong word, hate, but I began to hate school. Then I came 
down here and I didn’t need to know the answer, I just needed a different 
experience.” (Liam) 
The different experience that is provided by the centre appears to focus on 
responding to the needs of the individual and recognising that they require a different 
approach than what operates in the mainstream educational model.  Responding to the 
challenges inherent in academic learning means adopting a variety of teaching methods 
and supplementing this with the facilitation of meaningful goals, broken down into 
small achievable steps. This led participants to have enhanced motivation, a freeing up 
of the stuck view of themselves and a recognition of their potential. While a degree of 
challenging behaviour was reported by the participants in the early stages of attending 
the programme, a sensible approach to boundaries and containment was provided by 
staff to maintain a productive learning environment.   
4.4.1 Recognition of the Challenges to Learning   
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All Participants mentioned their appreciation for smaller class numbers and 1:1 
sessions with teachers and a dedicated keyworker. It would seem it was more about how 
these resources were used by the teachers rather than merely the ability to have lower 
teacher-student ratios per say. Respect was shown to participants by recognising that 
more time was required or more individualised attention was needed to grasp a concept.  
“Down here it's different. If you ask for help, you're going to get it, and 
you're going to be asked what you need help with, and why can’t you 
understand it.” (Faye) 
 
“If you can't understand something, they'll really bend over backwards to 
show you how to do it. They're not, ‘Oh you can't do it, we'll do it again 
tomorrow’, it's more like, ‘Come in to me after class’.” (Lenny) 
Further recognition that each student may struggle at different points on the 
programme and that the class would not move ahead until each student understood a 
concept, was particularly appreciated by Tom, 
“If we didn't understand something straight away, they'd reverse and make 
sure that every student in the class gets to, knows what they’re saying.” 
(Tom) 
A policy of nobody being left behind did not mean everyone was constantly 
together. Being able to leave the classroom if the situation was proving too challenging 
was also appreciated by many participants. This also seems to have conveyed a respect 
by recognising the anxiety or frustration that the expectation of academic performance 
may trigger. Over time students began to learn that they were not required to have the 




“Sometimes I got agitated, lack of concentration was big. If I needed a 
break, I'd probably get a break….If you can't do it, you can't do it. They're just 
trying to find ways around to helping you.”                                        
Responding to the need of increased attention may also have been a response to 
an emotional need as well.  When participants were recalling these experiences, there 
was often a change in tone of voice when expressing appreciation for teachers taking the 
time and doing more than would be expected.  
4.4.2 Freedom to Choose a Different Path 
While the programme may have found optimal teaching methods to adopt with 
its participants, without enhancing motivation in those deeply pessimistic about their 
abilities, it would likely remain ineffective. On a practical level being allowed wear 
one’s own clothes, make tea in the kitchen area or go outside for a cigarette break 
loosened the sense of restriction associated with school. In terms of choosing a different 
path in life however, it would seem that by being asked questions about their dreams for 
the future and outlining how they can may actually be able to achieve some of these 
dreams, led to a belief that change in themselves was possible. Ultimately this was 
about offering choices where once there appeared to be no options.  
“It's giving lads that messed up in school the first time like myself, and 
thought “don't need that crap”, giving us a second shot. Making sure we 
have another chance to correct it. We're not going to be screwed for the 
rest of our lives.”(Dave) 
 
“They teach you a lot about yourself. As in like, ‘What do you want to do? 
Where do you want to go?’… Who you actually are.” (Amy) 
It was remarkable that having somebody enquire what they would like from 
their lives begun a transformation in and of itself. This was often viewed as a 'second 
chance' at achieving not only the leaving cert, but also a chance to go down a more 
67 
 
productive, healthier path in life. These goals were not only academic but social, 
occupational or aspirational. As Des explains,    
“You can set goals, your own personal goals, it doesn’t have to be from 
their plan” 
“I really wanted to get my Drivers Licence” (Mary) 
Again there is an absence of pressure or requirement to submit to suggestions. 
Opportunities are merely presented,   
“They're not forcing you to do it. It's up to you if you want to do it…They 
are only there to help…. If you don't want to do it, that's your choice.” 
(Mary) 
This choice in personal goals is also mirrored in a choice about whether to 
engage in the classes and activities on a particular day. Faye spoke of deep ambivalence 
at the start of the programme that was helped by an approach that gave her the 
responsibility of making her own decision about it.  
“They're not talking to you like a child. They're telling you, ‘It's up to you, 
don't come into class if you don't want to come into class, but you're going 
to be the one missing out’".        
4.4.3 Experience of Realistic Boundaries  
The sense of freedom in terms of the environment, the manner of teaching and 
choices offered, did have limits when it came to participation in the academic 
programme. Ultimately Sophie felt that if she continued not to engage in the programme 
over time, she knew she would also be stating a choice which would be responded to,  
“If you don’t want to work they are not going to force you to work, they 
are going to focus on who wants to do it. For those of us who didn’t want 
to do it, they gave us the time to make up their minds, because if you don’t 
want to work here, then you can’t be here”    
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Boundaries were also experienced on a daily basis and consequences to any 
serious forms of mis-behaviour were followed through. However it would seem that 
this rarely occurred and for the most effective management of behaviour, a certain 
amount of cursing, minor misbehaviour and pushing of boundaries was tolerated – 
“Did he just tell the teacher to F-off?!” – Simone. In relation to bad language, the 
socio-cultural context and developmental context of the young people was taken into 
account. When verbal outbursts or aggressive incidents were significant however, the 
issues which had caused them were dealt with proactively and viewed as opportunities 
to learn.  
“Its drug free, alcohol free, there might be a bit of F-ing and blinding but 
that’s the way people talk who come from these areas and they won’t try to 
re-socialize you that much.” (Liam) 
Inevitably part of a young person’s purpose is to push the boundaries of 
authority. Again there appears to be a sense of responsibility instilled in the young 
people by providing choices and chances in relation to how to respond when 
reprimanded, 
“If they have a problem they'll say it to you there and then and that's it. 
They're open….If you don't take your chance after that then it's your own 
fault really, you’re docked your money, and you're getting sent home.” 
(Faye) 
An additional aspect of effective behavioural management in terms of 
boundaries was a consistent approach by all staff members. This was noticed by the 
participants as all staff would adopt the same central message on a particular 
behavioural issue and therefore truly be experienced as one team.  
“There's support between the teachers, there's a bond between them. One 




Further evidence of teamwork was evident in the communication between staff 
members. Participants were aware that something said to one was said to all, and 
actually seemed to appreciate this policy. If struggling with a low mood on a particular 
day, if this could be communicated to even just one teacher, participants could be 
reassured this would be passed on to all teachers.    
“When you are in talking everyone knows your story, it’s not just one 
teacher, everyone knows and understands if you are not alright today. If 
you told someone you were upset, they would pass it on.” (Lenny) 
Having a consistent experience of how adults related to them also involved 
experiencing a degree of predictability. Karl recalled how he received the same 
welcoming approach everyday aiding in enhancing a sense of containment on the 
programme.  
“It's not just once, it's every morning they ask you, ‘How was your day’; 
‘How was your night’; ‘Did you get in any trouble yesterday?’.”   
This level of consistency experienced to a large degree in each team 
member and concurrently across the team, may not necessarily be what has been 
experienced in other community based settings. It is suggested by Karl that this is 
due to high levels of staff turnover which effected the quality of more than just the 
teaching, 
“Like the youth centre inside in town, one teacher could be in, and 
another the next month and another the next month, the students are not 
getting the trust and the bond, but you learn that bond with them here” 
(Karl) 
Karl appeared irritated when recalling his time in another centre and the 
different staff members coming in and out of his life. His belief that this meant he 
was unable to form a bond suggests that he was seeking, or at least open to this 
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possibility. In the centre teamwork seems to involve staff coming together and 
forming a bond with each other but also separating out, and forming individual 
relationships with the students themselves.  
Personal Reflections: 
When participants spoke of the significant effects of teachers placing extra attention on 
them. I wondered if this represented the need for more attention to be placed on them in 
general. Many participants mentioned how being asked “How are you?” in the morning 
showed someone was showing concern and recognising that they had personal 
difficulties. Similarly, questions about what they would like to do with their lives 
showed someone was taking an interest. The difficulty participants spoke about initially 
trying to devise any goals however, suggests this may not have been a question asked 
regularly in their lives. 
 
4.5 Nurturing Relationships 
Indeed it is the forming of a bond, not only in taking a collaborative approach to 
the academic programme but in other areas of the participant’s lives, that constitutes one 
of the cornerstones of the centre’s approach. The experience of relationships that the 
participants developed with staff, and the qualities of these relationships were spoken 
about at length and perhaps with the greatest amount of ease throughout the interviews. 
A feeling of reminiscing over significant events in their lives which involved staff 
members was also noted. The participants mainly spoke of staff members expressing 
empathy and compassion while instilling self-belief that they could change their lives. 
This resulted in a gradual shift from a predominantly external locus of control to an 
internal one. In addition, participants spoke of new found values which they had 
adopted and continued to refer to when negotiating difficulties in life.  
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4.5.1 Empathy & Compassion 
Empathy began with an accurate attunement to the emotional state of the 
participants. Picking up on non-verbal cues or a change in typical behaviour was often 
dealt with subtly, and sometimes as Anthony recalls, with a gentle curiosity,  
“If you were going through a problem and you didn’t want to say 
anything, they would recognize there's something wrong with you. They 
wouldn’t just come over and say, ‘What's wrong with you? What's wrong 
with you?’ They lean into it and that's how they get you to talk”   
 
Following attunement, the staff members expressed acceptance and validation 
that the participant was struggling on an emotional level. Numerous participants such as 
Evan detailed their frustration when trying to concentrate and understand concepts in 
class. This would sometimes lead to lashing out or verbally assaulting the teacher. The 
following was regularly reported as a typical teacher’s response,  
“He'd take the time to sit down with you. He’d say, ‘Look, relax, take your 
time. If you need to take a break, take a break.’, things like that…People 
get chances here, and people need chances.” (Evan)  
The provision of a compassionate second chance could be displayed in moment-
to-moment exchanges as a general response to disruptive behaviour, but crucially over 
time as well. Staff members communicated that insulting language or behaviour was not 
going to influence their overall perception of the young person,   
“They understand the empathy part, if you’ve had a bad day, they’re just 
there to support you. You might have a close relationship with a staff 
member and one day you could be in a fierce bad mood and you could say 
‘f**  you’ and they wouldn’t take it personally, the next day it’s gone.” 
(Liam)           
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This empathy which involved a compassionate response was modelled to 
behaviours that previously were either criticised, reacted to, or punished. Modelling a 
more compassionate response appeared to evoke a similar one from the participant,  
"I’d say, ‘Sorry about yesterday, I didn't really mean that,’ and he’d say, 
‘That's fine. You had a bad day, don't worry about it, today's a new day, 
move on from it’ [staff]…You shake hands and it’s forgotten about” (Des) 
This openness to emotional experience, acceptance and stated understanding was 
also applied to their overall demeanour. As their flaws were tolerated participants 
seemed to pick up over time that their sense of self was being accepted also. As Faye 
quite precisely summarises,  
“You weren't being judged for who you were, what you were or what 
you're doing. It was kind of ‘you are who you are’, and that's it.”  
4.5.2 Instilling Self-Belief  
Many of the participants recalled how they would regularly experience staff 
recognising their potential. This usually occurred through receiving positive 
encouraging statements about the work they were doing and the resulting abilities that it 
demonstrated. It seems any observed achievements, whether on a daily basis or over 
time were continuously reinforced. This led to increasing self – belief, a sense of 
confidence in their abilities to achieve goals in their lives. Dave and Simone’s 
recollection of this suggests that this quality may have initially been absent.    
“[Staff member] showed a lot of faith in me. They believed in me, even 
when I found at times that it was tough and that I didn't believe in myself, 
they made me believe.” 
“Somebody might walk in here thinking that will never have anything or 
do anything in life, but there’s always that positive encouragement, that 
you are not, you don’t have to be what you think you are.”     
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What they may ‘think they are’ are likely the personal qualities outlined in 
the theme detailing a negative view of self and for James this centred around his 
difficult experiences in school. At 14 years of age he was still struggling to be 
able to read or write in his second year of secondary school. He recalls how the 
centre’s approach has led him firstly to continue in onward personal development 
and secondly not to catastrophise a learning disability,  
“They let me know you can achieve what you want to achieve. Just 
because you suffer a little bit with reading and writing doesn’t mean you 
have to throw your life down the drain.” (James) 
This new found self-belief was towards achieving goals both during the 
programme such as completing formal education, but perhaps equally as important, 
towards long term goals for the future. Instilling self-belief appears to be part of the 
general approach of staff working as a team, but may also have emerged in the 1:1 key 
working relationships that were developed. Mary speaks about a particular staff she 
bonded with and that the supportive non-judgemental approach she experience allowed 
her to follow some ordinary ideas after the leaving cert,  
“They'll back you 110%, whatever you want to do, it could be the stupidest 
idea on earth and they'll still help you try and do it….[Staff member]is just 
one of these people that just believes in you, no matter where you came 
from, who you were, or what you did.”      
 4.5.3 Instilling Values 
“You were in maths class with [staff] and he’d teach you more than just 
maths”(Faye) 
With continued attendance over time, the participants spoke about learning 
a set of values on an experiential basis. When mistakes were made and 
behavioural outbursts needed to be reviewed and corrected, certain values 
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pertaining to principles and standards of behaviour were learned. In times of 
adversity and hopelessness, discovering what aspects of life were important to 
them and how a change of attitude could make them feel they were leading a life 
of greater integrity. These values also appeared to emerge largely in the context of 
relationships built up with staff members. There also appeared to be an implicit 
focus on the value of providing humour and positivity where possible.  
“I learnt about what the important things are as well, what really matters; 
family and good people to be around” (Lenny) 
“They teach you things you need to know for life here. Basically this is 
how you go about having a good life and not going down the wrong path 
altogether."  (Amy) 
“You learn from the meetings that you're in, you’re meant to be carrying 
on like that, that’s not the way to be.” (Des) 
These ‘meetings’ were as a result of disruptive behaviour between two 
participants. They are based on the concept of ‘restorative practice’ in which after a 
conflictual episode, there is a focus on what learning can be taken from the issue and the 
skills to self-manage situations in the future. As Anthony explains, he had a number of 
verbal altercations when he initially joined although through restorative practice,   
“I got to see how I hurt you by saying or doing whatever, then I begin to 
understand I shouldn’t have done that, it was wrong, the next time I’m 
angry I should just walk out or say to the teacher, ‘I’m not feeling the 
best’.”    
Appreciating the value in obtaining employment was mentioned by a number of 
participants where previously there may have been a temptation towards attaining 
income through criminality or drug dealing. It’s worth nothing that this was a value 
Dave did not believe had been instilled in him before. 
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“Like come on. You need to work, everybody's got to work. That's the most 
basic routine that you need that a lot of us didn't have prior to here” 
(Dave) 
Appreciating work also involved instilling values associated with engaging 
successfully in the workplace environment. Principles such as adopting a routine, being 
punctual, getting up early and having regular work hours were instilled largely through 
consequences of lax attendance and docking of the weekly allowance paid to 
participants of Youthreach. The importance of these values should not be 
underestimated,  
“It's setting you up with those simple little things, but it's huge.”(Dave) 
In addition to a serious focus on employment, almost all the participants spoke 
about the humour they experienced in the centre. Having a positive outlook was 
conveyed as a value and the encouragement of jokes and 'banter' seemed to create a 
sense of warmth and belonging for many. A worthy antidote perhaps, to the levels of 
criticism, lack of self-belief and negativity which may have previously prevailed. 
“The banter down here is brilliant, they [Staff] can just have a laugh and 
throw it back, they can take a slagging and give a slagging.”(Sophie) 
 
Personal Reflections: 
I felt a great sense of energy when the participants spoke about this theme, particularly 
when talking about how they now had increased self-belief and how one could by free 
from previous negative ways of thinking. However James was very anxious in the 
interview and had stated he did not want to stay long, but wanted to do it for the centre.  
I consider the 25 minutes of effort he made very valuable data. James led me to 
understand that not everyone comes out happy and healthy just because they attended 
the programme. I imagined real difficulty led him to his tense demeanour. Yet the level 
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of appreciation he had for the programme meant he wanted to give something back 
which gives an indication of how much the qualities of their approach can mean. 
 
4.6 Meeting Needs 
The interactions, interventions and overall experience of the centre appeared to 
meet the needs of the participants both on a practical and emotional level. On a practical 
level a sense of achieving by completing secondary education. On an emotional level, a 
need for safety and connection to parental figures which in turn allowed them to engage 
in personal development. A feeling of being ‘at home’ both physically and 
psychologically was described by many participants as well as experiencing adults who 
had a genuine interest in their welfare.  
4.6.1 A Sense of Home & Family 
A variety of ways to define a home or sense of ‘being at home’ emerged from 
the data. When participants recalled what it was like to be part of the centre, they 
described it as a familiar place, where they felt welcome and where they felt safe to be 
themselves. They also described it as a place where they experienced curative 
relationships with staff members which appeared to symbolise a parental relationship 
for many and activation of an attachment experience. When Simone talks about the 
centre, it was like she viewed it as some sort of refuge from her outside world,   
“I grew up there and they helped us grow up…they took us in.” (Simone) 
The suggestion that some of the relationships with staff members felt like 
attachment experiences is not only due to the use of phrases such as was ‘[Staff] was 
like a mother/father to me' but words such as 'safety', 'bonding' and 'deep connection'.  
This would indicate a re-enactment of some form of secure attachment and a resulting 
reparative experience created in this symbolic home environment.  
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“It’s like with attachment they’re always there, it’s like a mother and 
father relationship where the parent is always there, there’s safe ground.” 
(Liam)  
“[Staff member] is like a mother to me. She's the godmother of my son. 
She's a big deal in my life.” (Tom) 
“It’s always welcoming like, you can always come down for a chat, it’s 
like a second family.” (Lenny) 
“I often seen teachers as a mother figure or father figure, it’s really strong 
like, and I think a lot of people see that….they are just so open and just so 
like non-judgmental, it’s like no matter what you do, your mother will 
always like you or your father or whoever is your guardian will probably 
love you…there’s always a place for you.”  (Anthony) 
“It was like family down here….it was a big place and the teachers, they 
were like your mothers and fathers.” (Mary)  
Lenny spoke with considerable warmth when describing his experience of this. 
He seemed to brighten up in the interview. It was as if he knew he had experienced 
something that went beyond key working and mentoring and almost knew he was lucky 
to have experienced it. When he was describing this parent-like experience he said with 
a smile,  
“It’s like getting a hug without getting a hug, it’s great.”   
While the payment of a financial allowance for attending such programmes may 
have increased motivation to attend, it appears that for some of the young people here, 
their experience went beyond what a financial reward could give. 
“It's not about, when you're here, getting paid, it's getting the craic with 
the lads, you know what I mean?” (Anthony) 
Further indications of the sense of family is due to the level of respect that the 
participants had for one another. As Mary mentions “the rest of them were like my 
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brothers and sisters”. While some fights akin to sibling rivalry may have occurred at 
times, they were reported to be resolved with relative ease with staff intervention. It 
would seem a sense of commonality was experienced between participants as they were 
all part of something similar and therefore had a degree of equality. This allowed 
participants to view each other with more similarity, rather than the different roles they 
may have portrayed on the street. Simone spoke of how she found making friends in her 
area difficult and yet,   
“I made great friends in here and we're still friends today. There were 
people you would see outside and you would never, ever talk to them but 
when you're in here, everyone's so close, everyone just gets on”      
4.6.2 Experience of Being Cared For 
Participants spoke at length about how they began to realise that staff were 
showing a genuine interest in their overall welfare as the programme progressed. They 
began to notice that staff members would enquire as to how they were on a daily basis 
not because they had to, but because they wanted to know how they were on an 
emotional level. Participants were asked whether they had any new issues and any 
previous issues were followed up on. Enquiring on a regular basis demonstrated a 
recognition that issues very often did exist for these young people. It may not have 
always been possible to solve the difficulty and yet by having someone take an interest, 
that in and of itself was hugely comforting, particularly to Karl.   
“You walk up in the morning and someone says, ‘How are you today? 
How are you this morning?’ I wouldn’t have got that years ago, know 
what I mean? And when they say ‘How are you this morning? Would you 
like some breakfast or a cup of tea?’ They make you feel that you can talk 
to them about anything.” 
Mary understood their question as well,       
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“They always say, “Hi, How are you” but they really mean “How are 
you?” 
Staff members appeared to offer whatever support was required. There 
appeared to be a commitment to going the extra mile to do whatever was 
necessary to help an individual participant. This was evident when Karl went on 
to say that he struggled with more than just lack of recognition, but difficulty 
learning academically which would have led him to doubt staying with the 
programme in the early stages only that, 
“[Staff member] spent her extra time with me. She would give me extra 
hour, two hours at the end of the day. She put time in to me that she didn't 
have to do.”          
Tom also highlights how going the extra mile demonstrated care to him. By 
reaching out to him if he was absent and providing somewhere safe to talk when he was 
in, this help him through some difficult times and is what he actually remembers most 
from attending,   
“They went completely out of their way to help me. If I wasn’t in, they 
would come down to see if I was okay…[Staff member] was like a rock 
for me and I could go and talk to him. I don't cry or anything, but if I 
needed a cry, I could sit down with him in the office.”  
In a similar way, many participants spoke about being noticed when they made 
an effort and that this in and of itself made them feel someone was caring 
about their actions 
“They would say ‘that's great work there, well done. Keep up that now." 
Whether it's a ceramic piece or an art piece, "that's brilliant work there, 
well done, how long did it take you to do that?" Then you’re thinking, 
"He's actually taking an interest here in what I'm doing." (Ger) 
Particular care was displayed to those who became pregnant just before starting 
the programme, during the programme or shortly before final exams. Care was 
demonstrated by instilling self-belief that completing the course was possible and 
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certain dispensations in terms of time off or late starts were provided.  The participants 
felt it went above and beyond what was expected, the message being that they were not 
being given up on.  
“The lads were very good, they helped me through with everything, they 
were brilliant….They always looked out for me, they give an extra check, 
like did I need water, this and that” (Sophie) 
“When I found out I was pregnant, I was like ‘Oh f** sake, I’ll have to 
wait till next year to do my leaving cert’. [Staff member] said, ‘Why would 
you have to wait until next year?" I said ‘I'm due on the 26th’, She said, 
‘Your exams finish on the 16th.’” (Simone) 
4.6.3 Sense of Achievement 
Achievements were spoken about in many aspects of participant’s lives. On a 
basic level there was the achievement of the stated aim of the service; a leaving 
certificate which led to some achieving further qualifications in 3rd level, once thought 
to be unobtainable. When Tom talks about what he has achieved there was such 
conviction in his voice as he says, 
“I have a diploma from college I never, ever in a million years thought I'd 
get”           
“Two years ago I could barely read or write, could even spell, now I'm on 
getting my NCA from college and doing subjects like anatomy and 
physiology.” (Ger)  
However there was also a keen sense of personal achievement of life skills and 
abilities. Achievements such as passing the driving test, learning to cook, doing public 
speaking, getting a leadership award and a recognition of the skills required to attain 
these. The ability to be at relative ease at being interviewed for this study was 
mentioned by most of the participants. Learning to read and write was particularly 
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significant and as Ger goes on to suggest, he is no longer ashamed of his difficulty but 
tries his best to participate in his college classes now. 
“I don’t mind going into a class now. Even if I can’t read, I’ll still get up 
and try my best in front of the whole class, thanks to the lads in here” 
On a personal level, participants learned skills to manage difficult emotions, 
with anger being frequently mentioned. In addition, having the ability to manage 
conflictual relationships gave them a sense of achievement in managing their own 
selves. Anger may be typically associated with young males however this was a 
common experience for female participants as well, as Mary recalls,   
“I used to have a temper, a very high temper, and then I learned down 
here how to just relax, and just be calm, and don't react to things I 
shouldn't react to…Now I say to myself, ‘yeah just breathe’.”    
A feeling of achieving some social norms such as independent accommodation, 
long term partners, their own children and stable employment was mentioned by many 
participants and generally attributed to their initial foundation in the centre. As Dave 
summarises how he moved to desiring employment his thought process went as follows,  
“’What am I doing on the dole walking around on road, God this is a 
waste of time’. Get out and work, get a car and stuff, that’s what it’s all 






Ger’s statement that even though he knows he can’t read properly, he’ll get up and try 
anyway, was emotionally impactful to hear. On reflection I found a number of stories 
in relation to this theme to have an emotional impact on me. When Karl spoke about 
staff enquiring how he was, there was such appreciation in his voice. I felt he was 
telling me that he had things he needed to say and had found people to trust. How 
participants spoke about the centre as a home providing shelter made me wonder 
what perceived harshness in the world are they sheltering from? I also surprised at the 
number of students who mentioned having staff members as mother and father 
figures. Question I was left with afterwards were, Are staff members aware that this is 
the case? Is this a deliberate strategy or is it occurring naturally as a result of the 




4.7 Forming a Different Identity   
Before attending the programme, many of the participants spoke of a general 
sense of confusion as to their sense of themselves, as young people emerging into 
adulthood without aspirations. Through the provision of curative relationships by staff 
members and the resulting meeting of needs, participants spoke of developing a more 
congruent sense of self and greater sense of identity.  This represents part of the 
transformative experience which appears to occur for many participants during the 
programme. This would happen in combination with a feeling of empowerment, 
meaning they knew now that they could set goals for the future and work to achieve 
them through their own personal capabilities. Furthermore, with the adoption of a set of 
beliefs which could assist in moving through life, this new sense of identity was 
strengthened in both work and social contexts. 
83 
 
4.7.1 Being a True Self  
The fundamental change that participants spoke of occurring within themselves 
centred on being more true to the way they wanted to be. There was a rejection of 
adopting personas or stereotypes on a personal level or listening to peer or societal 
pressures on a social one. Anthony says attending programme is really, 'Learning about 
yourself and the kind of person you want to be'. A common way to describe this for 
many participants was to understand it as a process of maturing and having more 
sensible ideals.  
“Just get up and live life the way you want to live it, don’t live life for 
someone else, the way they want you to live it.” (Karl) 
“I think I’ve matured a lot since I’ve been down here…like if you just want 
to do something for yourself, get a job, go somewhere, further your life, 
you just have to do it yourself.” (Sophie) 
Participants feeling more true to themselves, was evident in a greater 
understanding of what they wanted to achieve in life and a more congruent sense 
of direction. This took the form of having a desire to go on to further education or 
find employment rather than rely on social welfare, or in terms of relationships, 
move away from associating with peers they may now view as having an adverse 
influence.  As Liam summarises,  
“I think I changed from a cocky, out of control teenager to wanting to get 
my leaving cert, go to college, get a job and someday own my own house”  
4.7.2 Empowerment  
Through experiencing staff members who expressed belief in their abilities and 
through achieving goals once thought unobtainable, it would seem a sense of 
empowerment emerged for many of the participants. While having self-belief instilled 
may have occurred on a cognitive level, empowerment appeared to occur on an 
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affective level. There was a feeling of confidence which very much emanated from each 
person who spoke about it in the interviews. This confidence was in relation to social 
pressures, further achievements, or a general feeling that they can cope with future 
difficulties in life.  
“I got resilient, I’m not going to get broken again. Just going to be the best that 
I can.”(Liam) 
“I learned I know I can do it. If I put my head to something, I can do 
it.”(Mary) 
“I think I gained more confidence in myself. You can be what you want 
really. You realize then you can, like, there's always a way out.” (Evan) 
Returning to Mary’s goal from earlier, to get her driver’s licence, she spent a 
good deal of time in the interview describing the different parts of the process and how 
she had recently purchased a car. Rather than attaining her secondary education, it was 
this that made he feel she could achieve more. She felt there were significant obstacles 
to having a car for people in her area such as doing the theory test or having the 
financial capability. She was aware some people may mock the apparent insignificance 
of this,  
“It's not really all that big in anyone else's eyes. Their like, ‘It's only a 
car’, yeah, but do you know what I had to go through?”      
It wasn’t clear if Mary had to go through more than just the stresses of a driving 
test. It was clear however that overcoming perceived disadvantage felt good. Having 
concrete experiences of what the students considered real achievement, brought them 
from positions of powerlessness to positions of strength,  
“I didn't think anymore, ‘Oh I’m a failure because I left school’. I felt like, 
you know what, ‘I can do this’.” (Simone)  
4.7.3 Goals for the Future  
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Another aspect commonly associated with forming identity is to have a direction 
in life and aims that one wishes to achieve. One of central messages from the centre 
appears to be that further goals in education, employment or personal development 
should be followed. Achievement should not merely be experienced in the centre,  
“It’s all about bringing it with you. Don't leave your goals, your strengths 
here, bring them out, out to the outside world.” (James)  
While some goals were for specific employment positions or promotions in their 
current employment, sometimes it was simply having an implicit belief that there was 
more to achieve in life and that it could be achieved, 
“It's just after I took one step, one leap, I took another step after that. It 
wasn't just one thing and I stopped after that one thing. I went on and kept 
on doing good with my life”(Amy)  
These goals for the future were not only for themselves but for their 
children as well. There was a belief that now they had set a more appropriate 
example.  A common wish of participants was for their own children not to make 
the same errors of judgement that they had made. Encouraging continued 
attendance at school was particularly important for Simone,    
“I don't want my son dropping out of school early. I've been there, done 
that, you know? At least now I can say to him, ‘I did my junior cert, I did 
my leaving cert, I went to college".       
4.7.4 Personal Wisdom  
The life that the participants described living after the programme was not only 
about setting goals and experiencing achievements. There was an acknowledgment that 
there would be difficulties in any life which needed to be managed. For a newly 
acquired set of values to be translated into wisdom, it would seem challenging situations 
emerged which needed to be responded to, and meant knowledge could be reinforced 
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about what to do in future situations. One of the key aspects of this was the ability to 
reflect on their own state of mind and have insight in to the actions of others. For 
example, Tom learned about the meaning of his disruptive behaviour – “I realised I'm 
acting up for people to like me”. It would seem that though increased self-awareness 
and self-reflection, there was greater freedom to act in a different way, to choose to act 
rather than react. Both Mary and Faye spoke of having engaging in minor anti-social 
behaviour before starting in the programme but now felt they had a greater sense of self-
control and could take more responsibility for their actions.   
“before, I could have thought of a bad way of doing something that would 
have had a negative impact on my life, but now I take the time to actually 
think of the bad and the good and I’d think, “How is this going to help 
me?”  
“Now I actually think ahead, ‘if I do this then it’s going to fall down on 
me’…they gave me the understanding when it comes to things, ‘what’s my 
choice now, if I do it this way or I do it that way, who’s it going to affect? 
Only myself.’”      
Often these pieces of wisdom would emerge as key quotes and supportive 
phrases which were internalised to help navigate life; to be remembered and drawn 
upon in difficult times. This aspect of the theme does not require much explanation, the 
quotes from participants speak for themselves,  
“Nothing beats hard work, no matter what you will always come through 
and if you fail you can always go back and start again.” (Liam) 
“You're always going to find someone you don't like, but you have to learn 
to get on with them.”  (Amy)  
“It’s like, life is important. You have to acknowledge what you have.” 
 (James) 




As many therapists will attest, sometimes clients in therapy teach us things about our 
own lives. During these interviews I found the same was true of the interviewees. 
There were points when I felt I was hearing truisms which I should remember to apply 
to my own life. I suspected that some of the wise quotes the participants told me were 
phrases they had internalised from others, however I didn’t consider this took away 
from the sincerity, maybe this is how we all learn to have a set of values to live by. 
Listening to empowering statements felt empowering, and sometimes I felt a hopeful 
feeling during these parts of the interviews. 
 
4.8 Lasting Impact  
A common assertion by many of the participants was that there was a stable and 
long lasting change in their sense of self which could be attributed to their experiences 
on the programme. This was exemplified by a change in attitudes and beliefs towards 
criminality and drug taking with participants expressing almost polar opposite views on 
engaging in them. In addition, there was a lasting change in their relationship both in 
terms of how they viewed people and how others viewed them. There was also a strong 
desire to mentor others on the programme and to pass on the learning they had acquired. 
This all occurred in the context of ongoing support from the centre’s staff, to maintain 
stability in this new found sense of self, to reinforce the guiding principles which had 
been adopted and in general, to receive practical or emotional support to continue on 
their life journey.  
4.8.1 Aversion to Crime and Drugs  
There was a general view among participants that attending the centre, as Des 
would say, ‘keeps you off the roads’ and that after finishing their programme there is no 
desire to engage in criminality or return to that way of life. A certain conviction was 
88 
 
noted in the participant’s statements, it seemed like they would not even entertain the 
idea of engaging in crime.  
“They make you feel you don’t want to be part of the other side of it, you 
want to be here with them, doing activities, going to class every day… I 
actually felt good that I wanted to go because I could have easily been in 
jail” (Karl)     
“Get employed and earn money, proper money. Not going around dealing 
drugs. At the end of the day, you're only going two ways in life if you're 
going down that road, either 10 feet under or in to prison.”(Des)  
As participants felt that they learned skills to manage life’s difficulties and 
their emotional reactions, their desire to engage in illicit drug taking was also 
removed; behaviour that was seen for some as almost inevitable if the programme 
had not opened up other avenues.  
“If I wasn't here, I know I would've been on drugs, definitely, definitely 
would've been on drugs. Definitely would've been in jail. One hundred 
percent. Everybody says that about me”.  (Evan) 
Again Dave has the ability to summarises succinctly the thinking that 
may occur for a young person after attending a two year programme, 
“It’s giving you two years off the streets, chances are if you were planning 
on doing something dumb out there, two years later you're not going to go 
out and do the same thing. You're not going to say ‘I’ve done two years 
here now, let's go back and stand on the corner’. What did I do two years 
in here for then? I'm going to get a job and I’m going to get a paid”    
4.8.2 Improved Relationships  
By having an improved relationship with themselves, participants felt this meant 
they were then able to have an improved relationship with others. This was 
characterised by a distinct lack of reactivity or anger to people who may have 
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previously provoked this in their lives. Lenny described how previously there was 
conflict with family members due his lack of engagement in education. As his overall 
wellbeing improved, so too did the overall wellbeing of the household.  
“I was a lot happier with myself so I was happier with my brothers…I 
was getting along with my mother and I was doing stuff around the house 
that I wouldn't normally do.” 
This also occurred with strangers in adverse social environments, Ger 
spoke of encounters with people when on social nights out in which he had to 
learn not to take things personally.  
“Say a person around town, bumps off you and says, ‘I’ll cut your 
throat’. You have to just walk away and be calm, there’s no point in 
getting in a fight. They teach you that here about being clear headed and 
saying to yourself, ‘let that guy do his own thing’.”  
There was also a marked increase in confidence in how to relate to 
others. A number of participants spoke of greater interest in getting to know 
people and what they have to say, rather than being dismissive in general. When 
Amy recalled going home every day after school not talking to anyone and how 
her mother discouraged socialising in the area, I got the impression of someone 
who may have been struggling socially anyway. The experience of the 
programme and centre seemed to change that,  
“In the first year all I did was talked to the staff. By the second year, I was 
out in the smoking area all the time. Wouldn't bother me. I'd sit out there 
talking all day long.”         
4.8.3 Mentoring Others  
Many of the participants spoke of how they would relate to new entrants on the 
programme in a mentoring capacity. Having undergone a significant change in 
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themselves by the second year, there was a desire to pass on their learning. This 
occurred by providing encouragement that things can improve if they the programme 
time and also by giving reprimands to those who were being disrespectful to staff 
members. There seemed to be a dislike of disrespect or lack of appreciation, if 
expressed by new participants. Once they themselves had acquired an appreciation, it 
would seem they wanted to defend the good intention of the staffs’ efforts. Reminiscent 
of the values which were instilled by staff members, Ger spoke of the knowledge and 
advice he would give to others from his personal experience. 
“I often said ‘Don’t mess, because if you get thrown out, it will kill you in 
the long run. How much more do you want to mess up? Put your head 
down, get what you want out of it and then continue on to the next thing’.” 
Even after completing the programme, many have decided to stay involved,  
“I started an evening program up there, it's helping the kids after school 
because I got so much help from the leaders up here, it got passed onto me 
and I just want to do the exact same for the kids around the local area.” 
(Tom) 
For some who are currently completing qualifications in youth work, there 
is even a hope to return to the centre to become staff members themselves.    
4.8.4 Ongoing Support 
All participants spoke of the welcoming atmosphere in the centre no matter how 
long it had been since they had attended as students. A place that they could call in 
unannounced for a conversation or arrange to meet a staff member for some support. 
This support could be in relation to academic needs or of a social or personal nature.   
“It wasn't just be in for two years and when you are gone out the door 
you’re forgotten about. The support is still there, I can always knock and 
say, ‘Can I have a chat?’” (Simone) 
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It would appear for some that there is a reinforcing quality of just visiting the 
centre without any specific purpose, in some way to maintain the improvement that has 
been made. It serves as a reminder that further change is possible.  
“I was here two years and that’s why I come back like, to remind myself 
that I can do things.” (Lenny) 
In addition, some participants mentioned how a particular staff member may 
reach out to them after they have left. Parenting or social issues may mean some do not 
go on to further education or employment initially. There appears to be an awareness 
that some may need to be proactively reached out to and that continued encouragement 
is useful. 
“[Staff member] rang me and she said, ‘What are you doing with your 
life?’,  I said, ‘I'm sitting at home with the baby’ and she goes, ‘Call down 
to me.’… I came down and she was like, ‘So what are you going to do 
now?” (Mary) 
 
Overall however, the internalised messages and experiences that the programme 
provide appear to be truly long lasting and lead to a fundamental change in their sense 
of who they are.   
“They never leave you once you’ve been here. I haven't been in a class in 
eight years, but it will always be a part of me.” (Tom) 
Personal Reflections: 
I found it interesting that many of the participants did not go in to detail about 
improved relationships and I felt this remained a sensitive topic. Their desire to 
mentor others was so similar to how they had been mentored but seemed to be a 
natural consequence rather than on the directive of staff. I did question how much of 
change was truly solid given the degree to which ongoing support was relied on by 
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some. However I then considered that the centre was often used to check in to a 
positive supportive energy and that this is required by all of us in some form to 
maintain ourselves.  
 
4.9 Chapter Summary  
Early school leavers come from a place of adversity with both personal and 
social challenges. This programme appears to offer a new experience of hope by 
responding to their need for education, containment and secure attachment. The 
regulatory ability of staff members appears to be able to transform attitudes, emotions 
and behaviours and meet attachment needs by being viewed as healthy attachment 
figures. The resulting experience is one in which a new, truer sense of identity is formed 
with a more positive direction in life. These findings will now be discussed in relation 













Chapter 5: Discussion 
5.1 Chapter Introduction  
This chapter provides a discussion of the study’s overall findings in the context 
of existing literature and highlights the potential contributions made by this study. 
Firstly, a summary of the findings are related to the original research questions and then 
discussed in the context of the literature presented in Chapter 2. Secondly, the strengths 
and limitations of the current study will be outlined followed by a critical reflection on 
the research process. Implications for clinical practice, education policy and future 
research will then be outlined. The chapter will end with a brief conclusion regarding 
the study overall. 
5.2 Summary of Findings in Relation to Research Questions 
“What is the lived experience of partaking in the programme from the perspective 
of participants who have completed it?”  
As outlined in the first theme, ‘A life of Rejection’, the dominant experience for 
many participants prior to attending the programme was one of rejection by both the 
educational system and in some cases particular teachers within the system. A time in 
which low self-esteem, low self-belief lead to a further rejection of themselves and their 
ability to develop new pathways for improving their circumstance. It is in this context 
that their experience of the programme and its teachers can be framed. An experience in 
which feeling respected occurred by recognising the challenges to learning that were 
present, offering choices in how to be, within the context of appropriate boundaries to 
manage difficult behaviour. The second theme, ‘Respecting the Individual’, captures 
this experience of the teaching approach within the centre, particularly the benefit 
derived from staff members highlighting their potential and providing real choices to 
free up stuck ways of viewing themselves and the world. Indeed their experience of 
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staff members, perhaps viewed as attachment figures appeared to have a regulatory 
effect on the participants; transforming attitudes, emotions and behaviours  
It is the third theme, ‘nurturing relationships’ that captures their experience of 
the staff members most poignantly and would appear that it is the qualities inherent in 
these relationships that facilitated change. By offering empathy and compassion, while 
instilling self-belief and a sense of values, the centre’s staff appear to offer a reparative 
experience as previous unmet needs are met. By creating a psychological sense of home 
and family for the participants, providing the experience of being cared for and 
opportunities to experience achievement, the right conditions for a sense of inner 
transformation was created. Indeed the participants frame their overall experience of the 
centre and the programme as a place in which a change in themselves was experienced 
over time. 
“How do past participants of the programme define their own personal outcomes 
derived from taking part in the programme?”  
 The participants perceived their personal outcome of attending the programme to 
centre around a change in their sense of self, captured in the fifth theme, ‘Forming a 
different identity’. Before attending the programme, many described a ‘false self’, one 
which was easily influenced or would appear arrogant in the face of challenges such as 
engaging in education. An arrogance which was in reality, masking a sense of 
inferiority. A ‘true self’ was experienced as one characterised by being more congruent 
and following a path in life which was more true to their need to have a sense of 
purpose.  
 Central aspects of those new sense of identity appear to be as a result of having 
certain needs met and having the approach of staff members internalised. For example, 
having a sense of achievement created a sense of empowerment for these young people 
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which centred on a new impetus in to live life in a more fulfilling way while knowing 
how to make and achieve goals for their futures. In addition, when self-belief was 
instilled this led to a belief that they could look to their futures and set goals and when a 
sense of values was promoted, this led to having a degree of personal wisdom about 
how to manage life’s challenges.    
“How do past participants describe any long term impacts as a result of attending 
the programme?”         
This is described in the sixth theme, ‘Lasting Impact’ relating to the perceived 
long-term effect that the experience of completing the programme had on participants’ 
lives which occurred in the context of ongoing support. Ultimately there was a 
predominant lack of desire to engage in any form of criminality or for some to return to 
taking illicit drugs. In effect, it was an aversion to a certain way of life which perhaps 
for some, was inevitable had it not been for the programmes intervention. It is striking 
to note that the role of mentor appears to have been adopted by many participants, 
having made a significant change part of their sense of purpose was to now facilitate 
and support others to make a change also. In addition, the long term change in the 
relationships they had with themselves and others is of particular importance. Many 
years after attending the programme, participants looking after their own needs for the 
future more, and having a greater sense of identity, did not feel the need to get entangled 
in more conflictual relationships; one’s which may have previously mirrored a sense of 
conflict within themselves, particularly between this false and true self. The ongoing 
and lasting change within these participants appears to be mirrored in the support that 
the centre offers. Knowledge that ongoing support for all is required means changes can 
be carried through and cemented over time.  
5.2.1 A Life of Rejection 
96 
 
The predominance of negativity in how participants experienced themselves and 
their worlds is mirrored in previous literature in the area. While participants may not 
have spoken about specific adverse childhood experiences, their detailing of emotional 
dysregulation, low self-esteem and low self-efficacy has connotations of individuals 
who have had difficult experiences in their earlier years. Furthermore, there appears to 
be persistent challenges in finding adaptive ways of coping with life’s problems. This 
study’s results are similar to Gordon’s (2016) findings in that learning, emotional and 
behavioural difficulties appear to be very common among the early school leaving 
population. Yet none of the participants attributed any form of adversity to have 
originated from family dynamics. It remains unclear whether this is due to lack of 
relevance of the issue, a lack of awareness, or merely due to the open ended manner in 
which this research was conducted.   
If it is the case that familial factors did not play a role in their experiences of 
rejection and negativity, this would be in contrast to considerable previous literature. 
Research has found that the breakdown of family structures (Barrowman, et al., 2001), 
parental substance abuse and mental health difficulties (Shildrick et al, 2012), or parents 
who are less supportive and involved (Wiest et al. 2001) are common factors associated 
with participants who attend alternative education settings. One explanation for the 
absence of accounts of this could be a lack of self-awareness on the part of participants 
akin to insufficient personal development work having been undertaken to be able to 
narrate the positive and negative aspects of family of origin. However given the 
apparent high levels of self-reflection demonstrated by these participants, it is perhaps 
more likely that the open ended nature of the interviews with an unknown person did 
not provide the suitable conditions to divulge more sensitive aspects of past experience 
and it should be noted that the interview process did not ask directly about family 
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experience as this was not the focus of the study and yet this could have shed more light 
on the issue.  
These participants’ experience of school has considerable overlap with previous 
findings in the literature which conclude that school is generally experienced as an 
invalidating environment (Finlay, et al., 2010; Zaaf et al. 2016). The absence of a more 
individualised approach which acknowledges participants’ struggles on an educational 
or psychological level, appears to significantly contribute to this sense of invalidation. 
In addition, particular reference was made towards the perceived negative relationships 
with individual teachers and the experience of discrimination. An overt expression of 
dislike for certain students from disadvantaged backgrounds and resulting 
discrimination is supported by previous academic literature (Honneth, 2002; Lynch and 
Baker 2005) and likely to further contribute to a sense of rejection. Furthermore, social 
distance from other students, along with lower teacher expectations, has been found to 
foster alienation and disengagement and be a leading cause of leaving school early 
(Oakes, 2005). 
An interesting finding in relation to this is the admission by many of the 
participants that sometimes they themselves were the ones who were just unmanageable 
in the school environment. This acknowledgement of their own potential contribution to 
school difficulties is not commonly reported in previous research and would suggest a 
significant level self-awareness and self-reflection, especially if they can see their own 
contribution to situations, previously viewed as solely the fault of another person.   
5.2.2 Respecting the Individual 
As Honneth (2002) suggests, effective alternative education requires recognising 
the personal barriers to social, emotional and educational development, while 
concurrently highlighting strengths and potential. This is an approach which the centre 
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appears to explicitly follow with each participant; smaller classes, 1:1 time, a more 
relevant curriculum and the provision of choices in how to attain personalised goals. 
This appears to have reinvigorated the participants and meant they could perhaps for the 
first time, see the benefit of education. Of particular note is appreciation for the policy 
of not leaving any student behind in the collective learning of the class, an issue which 
may be a significant contributory factor towards the sense of isolation felt within the 
traditional school setting. It should be acknowledged however that adequate financial 
resources and a radical overhaul of the current curriculum in mainstream school would 
be required for implementing such a strategy towards education in general.  
The learning environment which was experienced by the participants appears to 
be one in which a calm, structured and consistent approach was created by the staff 
members. A sense of fairness was communicated by the staff members by creating 
realistic limits on what is considered acceptable behaviour with consequences rather 
than punishments being utilised when these limits were breached. As Carcillo et al. 
(2015) summaries, skills such as self-discipline and impulse control need to be learned 
through example. Indeed the participants of the programme suggest these skills were 
gradually picked up over time from staff and assisted them in completing the 
programme and negotiating future life challenges and it is clear from the findings that 
many of the participants did not feel supported within mainstream school with their 
issues not being fully understood and as a result, this can often mean they are unable to 
form any meaningful attachment to the school environment or teachers (Devine, 2009).  
Furthermore, it is often argued that young people generally appreciate 
boundaries even if not admitting this to authority figures. Peters and Wolley (2015) 
have found that students generally do better with higher levels of control, challenge and 
support. It is interesting to note that the participants did not report reacting to the 
implementation of boundaries and consequences with behavioural outbursts or dropping 
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out of the programme altogether. It could be posited that this was due to the realistic 
nature of these boundaries and the fairness that was displayed in implementing them. 
These findings further suggest that staff members are required to have a juxtaposed 
position in relation to managing the inevitable behavioural challenges which will occur 
at times. There seems to be a requirement to balance an active approach which 
intervenes to model appropriate behaviour, with a hands off flexible approach. As 
Oakes, (2005) proposes it is really a ‘strict but fair’ disciplinary climate that contributes 
to student retention. 
The method of teaching on the programme therefore appears to follow many 
international trends which emphasise the importance of recognising the different 
approach which may be required for working with this population (European Union, 
2017). This approach to learning is also in line with many EU directives for alternative 
education programmes (Squires et al. 2017) which are generally implemented by 
Youthreach centres nationally. What would appear crucial to having such policies is 
consistency in staff members to be able to implement them, both in terms of being 
viewed as a cohesive team work but also in terms of retaining the same staff members 
to build a sense of cohesiveness. This involves government agencies funding service 
with experienced management, with a commitment to adequate funding and training, 
something which may vary depending on the predominant socio-political forces of a 
society at any given time.   
5.2.3 Nurturing Relationships 
The nature of the student-teacher relationship, has been found to be fundamental 
in influencing school retention (Davis and Dupper, 2004). Following on from this, 
previous research has predictably found that the mentoring/keyworking relationship 
may be the  strongest predictor of engagement, retention and achievement on alternative 
education programmes (Pask & Joy, 2008), this study’s findings would suggest that the 
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relationship may go beyond a mere mentoring role, given the underlying qualities of 
attachment-based experiences which have been reported by participants. The significant 
value of this type of relationship should not be underrated, with previous research 
finding that if those affected by childhood adversity have access to even just one trusted 
adult, this may impart sufficient resilience to significantly reduce many potential 
negative outcomes in adulthood particularly in relation to mental health and social 
problems (Meltzer et al., 2016; Bellis et al., 2017). 
Some of the qualities reported in relation to teacher-student relationships do 
indeed overlap with previous literature. Qualities such as using active listening, being 
non-judgemental and being caring while having good boundaries (Finlay et al. 2010). 
These were commonly reported by the participants along with the appreciation that 
when they felt like expressing strong emotions in the context of these relationships, 
their experiences of receiving empathy from staff members had a self-soothing effect. 
Validating anger, frustration or sadness allowed for it to be present and tolerated 
without the onward tendency to lash out or become disruptive.  
In relation to experiences of compassion, the ability of staff members to interpret 
participants’ misbehaviour as deriving from reasons outside of the young person, rather 
than their own personal badness, appears to have been quite a powerful and effective 
approach to take. It would suggest that staff require empathy and compassion not only 
as a strategy, but as an implicit belief system towards potentially disruptive young 
people who may throw insults at them or try to disrupt classes. The demonstration of 
this compassion appears to promote the development of this quality in the young people 
themselves towards others and crucially towards themselves. It generated a sense of 
acceptance towards their own flaws and past mistakes, ultimately towards their own 
sense of self.  
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The finding that staff members appear to instil values and self-belief in the 
participants is a slight variation on previous findings and is not explicitly stated in 
previous literature. Sappa and Bionca (2011) as well as Chen (2009) propose that the 
key determinant for acquiring self-belief or confidence is really obtaining stable 
employment after completing a programme. However for these participants it appeared 
to be largely determined by believing they could be a different kind of person, to go on 
and achieve in life and not necessarily make finding a job the reason to be confident in 
oneself. In relation to values, although somewhat similar to Zaff et al.’s (2016) research 
which found was the adoption of positive life skills that participants gained most after 
participating in an alternative education programme, it would seem that these 
participants were taught the concept of positivity in and of itself, and that it was 
encouraged as a life skill which can be drawn upon over time. 
5.2.4 Meeting Needs 
Given there is a considerable degree of literature on the role that systemic 
factors may play in early school leaving, it is somewhat surprising that there is far less 
consideration of what kind of system may be in operation in centres such the one this 
research was carried out in. While using descriptors such as ‘Home’ and ‘Family’ to 
describe the centre may appear somewhat metaphorical, taking the qualities of home to 
be a place to obtain food, shelter, have a sense of security and be cared for, experiences 
such as these were mentioned extensively by the participants. In relation to ‘family’, it 
was from the participants own words that mothering and fathering role models were 
ascribed to staff members. Malone and McCoy (2003) similarly highlight the centrality 
of care in the life of the school, with disciplinary issues often contributing to the 
development of negative relations between teachers and students, while parental and 
student involvement, in contrast, facilitates school completion. 
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The curative effects of potentially symbolic parental relationships has been 
documented previously. Bowlby (1988) contends that the establishment of a safe 
environment and the formation of secure relationships with secondary attachment 
figures is not only possible but sometimes desirable for promoting change. This 
enactment of a form of secure attachment and a resulting reparative experience is also 
exemplified in participant’s experience of care. It would seem that although sometimes 
experienced on a practical level in terms of advice, there was a care demonstrated for 
their emotional needs as well. At times just being asked how they are communicated a 
recognition that they may not be, and invited the participant to express their difficulties 
and receive support.   
It should be noted that similar research by Riley (2011) and Fleming (2008) also 
conceptualised Youthreach as a form of secure base for the participants. From their 
participant’s descriptions, it was evident that they had formed an attachment with those 
within the centre where they felt cared for and supported, the result of which was to 
have a positive impact on their mental wellbeing and their self-confidence. In addition, 
Mc Hugh’s (2014) research suggests that the provision of a secure base, enables 
participants to then try out new educational possibilities and discover talents and 
abilities, in effect it is a platform to re-engage with learning. 
In relation to improved relationships, in line with previous research, peers were 
found to have a predominantly positive influence on participants. Bluthenthal et al., 
(2006) found that sharing feelings about attending such programmes can have a 
supportive function and yet concurrently there can be a reinforcement of negative 
appraisals, illicit drug use or continued anti-social behaviour. However the only 
negative effects mentioned by these participants were the disruption of other students or 
lack of respect shown toward teachers. Overall peer relationships on alternative 
education programmes appears to be positive, (Rhodes, 2002; McCoy, Darmody, 
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Smyth, and Dunne, 2007; Brady & Dolan, 2009; Komosa-Hawkins, 2010) and likely 
enhanced by the generally positive experience these particular young people had in the 
centre. It would be important to acknowledge that other potentially negative peer 
experiences may have occurred, but were not experienced to any great extent by these 
particular participants.  
When considering the sense of achievement participants derived from attending 
the centre, it may be worth returning to Seddon et al.’s (2013) types of service 
evaluation.  Some of the participants’ achievements occurred in the form of ‘outputs’, 
with the acquiring of an academic qualification and/or employment. Some ‘outcomes’ 
were obtained in terms of improved personal or social functioning and enhanced life 
skills, while in terms of long-term ‘impacts’, a desire to be a contributor to society who 
is employed, a rejection of criminality and desire for family life are significant criteria 
to evaluate a service on. While some of these changes are in line with European policies 
on the desired outcomes of alternative education programmes (European Union, 2015), 
it would seem reasonable to suggest that the teaching practices and ethos of the 
programme for some participants, goes above and beyond what is expected evidenced 
by the breadth and depth of the lasting changes which occurred, and in the case of some 
participants, still reported nine years later.  
Overall the result of experiencing having needs met may also be understood 
from the perspective of when they are not met. Lynch (2008) claims that students’ 
disaffection with school can be caused by the lack of priority that is given to their 
expressed needs and this has been expressed by many of the participants in this study, 
who had other pressing issues in their lives that required fulfilment before they could 
focus on academic work.   
5.2.5 Forming a Different Identity 
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Simmons, et al. (2014) noted a strong identity confusion in early school leavers 
due to a lack of aspirations for the future. This can result in a difficulty forming an 
enduring sense of self. This can lead to confusion in understanding one’s potential role, 
what one’s values are, and how to make life choices for the better.  As some participants 
appeared to form a new identity which comprised of a more congruent and confident 
sense of self, it suggests that there may have been an absence of a coherent identity 
prior to commencing on the programme. Another proposed ‘impact’ based on Seddon et 
al.’s (2013) criteria is that participants no longer saw themselves as early school leavers, 
but individuals who could set normal, personal goals and be active contributors to 
society.  Having completed an education they took their strengths and goal making 
abilities out beyond the confines of the programme, and continued to set and achieve 
goals in their personal lives years, one of which was to find employment. As Erikson 
(1963) proposes, it is the inability to settle on an occupational identity which can further 
disturb identity formation. 
Central to this different identity appeared to be a truer sense of self, and a 
rejection of adopting personas or stereotypes or listening to peer pressures. Evidence for 
this process occurring in other community based intervention programmes comes from 
Honneth’s (2002) finding that life-affirming experiences with others such as staff 
members and peers, can enable a more confidence sense of self to emerge in young 
people struggling with identity issues. Furthermore, in a similar way to Marcia’s (1963; 
1980) theory of identity achievement, these participants identity crisis with a lack of 
choices and pathways was resolved with a commitment to certain roles or values. 
However this study’s findings in relation to qualities of empowerment and 
personal wisdom are less commonly documented in the established literature. In terms 
of acquiring personal wisdom, this would suggest a type of maturation process had 
occurred in the participants, characterised by a greater sense of self-control and of being 
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able to take responsibility. By internalising key quotes and supportive phrases from 
mentors and attachment figures, there was an ability to realise that previous experience 
can be drawn upon to cope with life’s future adversities. Ultimately it would seem that 
it was participants’ reflective functioning which had been enhanced over time, the 
ability to stand back and analyse situations for themselves, choosing to act rather than 
react.  
It is worth noting that participants’ sense of empowerment appears to have been 
experienced mainly on an affective level. They spoke of actually feeling different rather 
than just thinking different and using their knowledge in a cognitive way. This would be 
supported by neuroscientific research into the effect of therapeutic intervention on the 
brain. Neural pathways associated with the amygdala can indeed be rewired over time 
(Siegel, 2012; Schore, 2017) leading to change that is truly felt on an affective level and 
integrated into the neurochemistry of the person.  
5.2.6 Lasting Impact 
A consistent finding in the literature on early school leavers is their association 
with higher rates of crime, anti-social behaviour and general disengagement from 
societal structures (Henderson et al., 2017). The significant change in attitudes and 
beliefs towards criminality and drug taking which participants expressed appears to be 
one of the truly long term impacts of the programme.  It seems reasonable to conclude 
that any combination of factors may have caused this. Perhaps the instillation of values 
in conjunction with a truer sense of self, or the mentoring role of staff in conjunction 
with other needs being met. What is clear is that the resulting reparative experience 
eliminates the draw towards more maladaptive forms of coping with personal, social 
and financial challenges. 
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In terms of improved relationships with others and themselves, participants often 
spoke of their increased ability to manage difficult emotions. This further exemplifies 
the reparative nature of the attachment relationships which appear to have formed on the 
programme and is in line with one of the fundamental principles of attachment, that it 
can regulate emotion (Bowlby, 1958). As Bateman and Fonagy (2016) suggest, the 
ultimate outcome of attachment should be the ability to mentalise internal states of 
others and therefore not have the need to act out behaviourally. In effect, if one can 
understand emotions correctly and label them correctly, there will be a greater sense of 
having an internal locus of control. This may be provided through the close trusting 
relationships with key workers who may initially mentalise for the participants, and 
given time, the ability to do this is transferred to the participants themselves. Additional 
research by Gross & Thompson, (2009) suggests that emotional regulation permits 
flexibility in emotional responding according with one’s longer term goals. They argue 
there is implicit emotional regulation over time rather than solely explicit emotional 
regulation strategies which is optimal this appears to have being the nature of the 
experience of these participants with staff members. 
Participants’ desire to mentor others is a finding echoed in many other studies 
which have documented the positive outcomes of such programmes (Brady & Dolan, 
2009; Komosa-Hawkins, 2010). The desire to be seen as a supportive figure who can 
pass on knowledge and experience appears to develop as a natural consequence of the 
dynamic present with staff members. Providing support and guidance to new entrants 
suggests an appreciation for the fact that they once needed this guidance themselves. In 
addition perhaps not only is there an affirmative feeling to being mentored, but an 
affirmative feeling of being an actual mentor as well.  
 5.2.7 Ongoing Support  
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While previous research may document past participants returning to visit 
programmes there is a distinct absence of literature on the type of ongoing support that 
is provided by such programmes. Ongoing intervention appears to be offered in terms of 
career advice, college support or even emotional support at times. A certain degree of 
criticism towards the concept is present in other literature. Beck et al. (2015) proposes 
that staff members contacting past participants to enquire about their wellbeing could be 
viewed as a boundary crossing and staff members providing assistance in filling out 
application form could actually be hampering the development of true agency.  
These claims are indeed questionable as the concept of aftercare and long term 
support is well established in many allied health care professions, particularly mental 
health, addiction, residential and social care services. It may also be worth bearing in 
mind an increasingly popular view on extending the common timeframe of adolescence 
to approximately 24 years of age, given the brains continued neurological development 
(Blakemore & Choudhury, 2006) and the qualities attributed to this life phase (Sawyer, 
Azzopardi, Wickremarathne, & Patton, 2018). If we accept that one of the main curative 
factors on some programmes may be attachment based, an insistence on a sudden and 
complete separation afterwards is unlikely to be in the best interests of the individual. 
Furthermore, Pemberton (2008) suggests that the enduring nature of the relationships 
after an alternative education programme has finished, can make up for the lack of such 
support in family and friendship circles.  In addition, even with two years effective 
input for some, ongoing support appears to be appreciated and sought by some 
participants. This should serve as a reminder for all service providers that when working 
with individuals who have suffered adversity, long term support may be necessary and 
indeed encouraged rather than impeded.  
This being said, in a report by the Inspectorate in the Department of Education 
and Skills (2010) it has been recommended that students should be supported in 
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progressing from centres and be monitored after they leave.  Currently, however the 
DES does not track students and there is no current data available on where the 
participants go after they leave. Although, it may be common practice for many  
Youthreach centres to indicate to participants that they are welcome to return if they 
need support, many participants do not avail of this offer and there is no remit for staff 
or coordinators to provide such a support service (McHugh, 2014). This remains a 
major challenge for the DES that warrants considerable attention as it is likely that 
further progress will require a level of support given that disadvantage may remain in 
the young people’s lives (McHugh, 2014).  
5.3 Alternative Models of Explanation  
While this research adopted the lens of attachment theory to understand the 
participant’s experiences there may be different models through which to explain the 
results. The concept of self-actualisation derived from humanistic theory (Maslow, 
1954; Rogers, 1951) or the systems we develop from in Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological 
Model (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) are viable alternatives.  
Maslow's (1962) hierarchy of needs theory has made a major contribution to 
teaching and classroom management in schools. As a person's basic needs must be met 
before self-actualization can be achieved and a person's full potential can be reached, a 
similar process occurs in the school environment and was evident in the Superordinate 
theme ‘meeting needs’ with these participants. Before a student's cognitive needs can be 
met, they must first feel emotionally and physically safe and accepted within the 
classroom to progress.  
In terms of teaching approach Maslow (1970) advocated for a holistic approach 
to learning considering the complete physical, emotional, social, and intellectual 
qualities of an individual and how they impact on such learning. In addition, he 
proposed that a humanistic educational approach develops students who have increased 
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personal responsibility for their lives and with a rational set of values to guide one’s 
choices. Which has a similarity in how students at the centre obtained personal 
development and growth after previous needs for security were met.   
 In a similar vein, Carl Rogers also implicated ‘self-actualisation’ in his concept 
of the ‘fully functioning person’ (Rogers, 1959). In addition to Maslow’s understanding 
of the concept, he proposed that for each person to grow they required an environment 
that provided them with empathy, acceptance (being seen with unconditional positive 
regard), and congruence (genuineness). With the provision of these qualities, healthy 
relationships could then develop. Research continues to demonstrate the applicability of 
the core conditions to working with individuals by facilitating a removal to the blocks to 
self-actualisation (Mearns and Thorne, 2007). Within the centre itself, the qualities that 
the staff members provided to the young people such as empathy, compassion and 
acceptance of their flaws appears to have a transformative effect that allowed the young 
people to grow and reach more of their potential. Criticism has been placed on 
humanistic approaches however for being too non-directive and a more interventive 
approach was also appreciated by young people who required resourcing in skills for 
emotional regulation, conflict resolution and education or career development.  
Finally, to incorporate a broader ecological perspective, Bronfenbrenners (1979) 
Ecological Systems theory which states that human development is influenced by 
different types of environmental systems, may be a useful model to understand the 
development of the participants in the centre. For example, the microsystem of the 
young people incorporated the valued human relationships with staff, the interpersonal 
interactions and their immediate surroundings characterised as having qualities of a 
home. In addition, as Bronfenbrenner proposed that individuals are not mere recipients 
of the socialising experiences in the microsystem environment, but are contributing to 
the construction of such environment, this could relate to the sense of commonality the 
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participants spoke of with each other and the sense of family which they experienced in 
the centre.  
While the overall the particular centre could be best understood as a 
Mesosystem; encompassing the different interactions between the elements of the 
microsystem, it may be worth considering aspects of their particular exosystem which 
may have been affecting them indirectly, and one in which they cannot have an active 
role, issues such as levels of unemployment or the overall economic situation. It may 
also be worth considering the Macrosystem of the participants in terms of certain 
cultural expectation of individuals from a low socio-economic background and their 
experience of societal beliefs about certain areas in rural Ireland. These are likely to 
have placed a role in influencing participants’ development and view of themselves 
although not spoken about at any great length during the interviews. While criticism has 
been placed on this systems theory for not emphasizing the active role of the individual 
in his or her own development (Christensen, 2016), in later refinements, a fifth system 
called the chronosystem focused on the interaction between the various systems and 
how they affect one another over time and the resources an individual can use to 
mitigate the effects of broader macro and exosystems. (Bronfenbrenner, 1994).  
5.4 Strengths and Limitations 
Given that early school leavers are a ‘hard to reach’ population who pose 
numerous methodological challenges to research (Russell, 2013), a sample of 14 
participants who each agreed to give open accounts of their experience, could be viewed 
as a relative strength of this study. However it should be noted that these findings are 
based on a small sample of individuals who were willing to be interviewed and 
participate in the study. They are therefore considered representative of their 
experiences alone and any inferences to the whole early school leaver population is 
merely suggestive. In addition, it should also be noted that there was considerable 
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diversity in participants in terms of age, gender and length of time since having 
completed the programme at the centre. While this could be viewed as a strength given 
that a degree of similarity has been found in their experiences, other research into a 
particular subgroup however, may have found a different set of results. 
This study focused solely on past participant accounts and in the absence of truly 
long term qualitative impact studies on intervention programmes, will hopefully be a 
useful addition to the existing literature by providing an insight into early school leavers 
lives many years since completing a programme. This being said, given the length of 
time that has passed since completing the programme a degree of retrospective bias may 
have occurred in the participants. Given the predominantly positive experiences spoken 
of, it is possible that there was an internal motivation to recall the programme in that 
manner. A different set of findings may have been found if participants were 
interviewed at different points in time, during their attendance on the programme, or 
immediately after completing it.  
The degree of positive outcomes spoken about by participants and the reporting 
of what are the effective processes to create such outcomes could be viewed as a 
welcome addition to the existing literature. However in a similar way to potential 
retrospective biases, a degree of social desirability could have been evoked in the 
participant interviews. Perhaps this was out of a sense of loyalty to the organisation or a 
belief that the expression of negative aspects of the programme was not appropriate. 
Indeed given that these particular individuals agreed to participate as opposed to those 
who did not, alone may have biased the results. Furthermore, given that there are many 
who did not complete the programme, it may be prudent to assess other participant 
views as well to gain a more comprehensive picture of the service.  
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An additional key strength of this study was the use of IPA which facilitated a 
narrative richness in the accounts of early school leavers. Another approach such as 
thematic or content analysis may not necessarily have provided the same degree of 
insight into experiences. Its rigorous methodology maximises the possibility of 
obtaining depth from participants’ accounts, and it may be helpful for future researchers 
to consider the benefits of employing IPA for addressing similar research questions.  
Additional criticism has been placed on IPA, as its focus on perceptions means 
an explanation as to why such perception may occur can be lost (Tuffour, 2017). As 
Willig (2008) proposes, an authentic research inquiry should seek to explore the 
conditions that triggered the experiences which are located in past events, histories or 
the social-cultural context. In this regard the lack of focus on past childhood experience 
and the composition of the participant’s family could be seen as a limitation. However 
Smith, Flower and Larkin (2012) have argued that IPA uses hermeneutic, idiographic 
and contextual analysis to understand the cultural position of the experiences people. 
Ultimately it is important to bear in mind that IPA is fundamentally a subjective 
research approach, two analysts working with the same data may come up with very 
different interpretations (Brocki & Wearden, 2006). 
5.5 Critical Reflection  
Based on completing this project, my understanding of conducting qualitative 
research is that it is about how we listen, or more broadly, how we take information in 
and what influences that process. From the moment I entered the centre I felt I was 
entering a positive environment in which I myself was welcomed and made feel 
somewhat ‘at home’. The openness to the research and supportive attitude of staff 
members was my first experience of how the researchers lens can be coloured. I was 
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mindful to remain as neutral as possible throughout this process, by following the 
evidence from what participants said, rather than how I felt about the organisation. 
My previous psychology experience may have aided the conducting of 
interviews, yet I was mindful that an interview is a very different type of 1:1 interaction. 
Insofar as possible, I needed to be a detached observer and a facilitator of the 
information that was provided to me, rather than provide comment, interpretation or 
intervention. While initially somewhat challenging, I realised that having the 
participants’ account as the sole focus of the interview session, meant I was able to 
focus on delving as deep as possible in to the details and meaning of what they were 
saying.  
So much of what I was hearing did appear to be down to the nurturing and heart-
warming accounts of positive relationships with staff. Therein lay my second 
experience of a colouring of the researcher lens. I myself was often left feeling positive 
after interviews, a sense of having my faith restored in humanity that inspirational 
places such as this particular centre do exist. I was listening to stories about how change 
is possible. While I have no reason to doubt the positive effect the programme had on 
these participants, the lack of recalling any negative aspects left me with questions both 
in terms of why this was the case and also what it would mean for my study. If I merely 
analysed the data with all this positivity what learning could the centre take from it? 
Surely all organisations have areas to improve, so what will I be able to tell them? 
I kept in mind to specifically ask the participants questions around perceived 
negative aspects of the service and I looked for examples in an attempt to elicit more 
detail. However apart from mentioning disruptive students and the premises being 
somewhat unsuitable, no other negative experiences were shared. My worry subsided 
however when I returned to the fundamental tenants of the IPA approach, which is to 
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document the lived experience of the particular individuals being studied. While I 
always have felt that we learn about areas in our organisations which require 
improvement by looking at what is going wrong, based on these participants I learnt it 
we could also learn by looking at what is going right.    
It was only when I let go of any preconceptions of what this research should 
look like that I began to see the meaning behind the particular superordinate themes 
which had emerged from these participant accounts. Taking considerable time to stand 
back and reflect, I could see a beginning, an intervention and an outcome in the stories 
that were told to me, akin to a form of reparenting. Maybe it only occurred for these 
particular participants, but even if this is the case, and I suspect not, what a truly 
powerful way to think about how we can provide intervention to early school leavers. 
What a privilege to be able to hear the accounts of how this happened and yes, what 
hope there is for the future that more organisations can learn and improve with the 
knowledge; that relationships really are the foundation to other potential changes which 
are possible. 
5.6 Implications for Clinical Practice  
Although a concept originating in the mid-20th century, attachment remains at 
the forefront of our understanding of human relationships and emotional regulation, 
particularly given its continued application as a framework for neuroscientific research 
in the area of human relationships (Siegel, 2012). This study’s findings further support 
our understanding of its potential role in reparative relationships, supported by ongoing 
research from Harvard University which consistently concludes that new attachment 
relationships, can become effective regulators of emotional experience (Center on the 
Developing Child, 2016). With this is mind, specific attachment training may be 
warranted for teachers or clinicians of any discipline who work with young people. 
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Training which encompasses an understanding of attachment, a consideration of the 
clinicians and young person’s attachment style, along with an understanding of the role 
that adopting a parental role model may involve would indeed seem useful. 
In addition, a central finding of this research is in line with a fundamental 
principle for successful therapeutic engagement with individuals, that is, that the 
cultivation of a strong therapeutic relationship is key to facilitating change when 
working with adults or children (Carr, 2015; Carr & McNulty, 2016). Training which 
focuses on enhancing relationship building qualities in clinicians, alongside an 
understanding of issues which both promote or disrupt building strong therapeutic 
alliances should be considered.  
Furthermore, an acknowledgement of the length of time it can take to facilitate 
real integrated change in young people would be a helpful addition to the policies of 
services designed to support them. Given that many of the participants in this study 
spoke of a change which happened gradually over a two year period it provides further 
evidence that there needs to be sufficient time for relationship-based approaches to be 
implemented.  
Taking a broad view of the issue overall, given that attachment between primary 
caregivers and child play a vital role in meeting or not meeting the needs of the child, 
these findings would lend weight to the proposal that prevention strategies really need 
to occur at a much early stage than they generally do. Although this study focuses on 
early school leavers in their late teens and early twenties, the contemporary area of 
Infant Mental Mealth (National Institute for Health and Care Excellence, 2014) would 
suggest that many psychological issues can be prevented if they are addressed in the 
formative years with the primary care givers. This would be in the hope that leaving 
secondary school early could really be prevented in the first few years of life. 
116 
 
Finally, given the many psychological principles outlines here, organisations 
should be encouraged to consult with psychology services for training in applying 
psychologically-informed principles to underpin some of the educational methods or 
strategies they use. Psychological services themselves may benefit by keeping in mind 
the concepts in infant mental health literature, as well as attachment and systemic 
approaches to understanding individual distress 
5.7 Implications for Education Policy 
On a European level, there are numerous over-arching guidelines for working 
with early school leavers which centres such as this one have adopted and translated 
into viable methods of intervention. Guidelines such as providing education that 
encompasses social and emotional development, focuses on individual student need and 
involves young people in decision making processes. Ultimately it is about making 
second chance education relevant and onward qualification possible, while emphasising 
teacher involvement and support. A central premise of these policies is the provision of 
a low student- teacher ratio to ensure this is possible (European Union, 2014). The 
findings of this study further support this position given the central role small class 
numbers, dedicated 1:1 time and the teacher’s own presence seems to have played in 
facilitating change with a potentially challenging group of young people to engage.  
In addition, teachers who work in such organisations should be given a specific 
acknowledgment that they are the primary agents of change and largely determine the 
success of these programmes. It therefore important to invest in recruiting and in 
particular, retaining staff members with sufficient skills for the role. This may involve 
providing fair financial remuneration, fair conditions of work, ongoing supervision and 
opportunities for continued professional development. The cost of this is may be 
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considerable however the cost of not providing it is arguably even greater, given the 
social and economic effects early school leaving can have on society. 
On a service level, the findings of this study suggests that teams are often 
experienced as a symbolic family organisation of individuals and therefore emphasising 
the importance of consistency and team work amongst staff members is likely to aid in 
the facilitative effect that this can have. Ensuring that staff turnover remains low and 
that the cohesiveness of the team is maintained through strong leadership and 
opportunities for career development may assist in this.  
When considering the training of teachers or other support staff, as mentioned 
previously, focusing on the role of attachment and it potential curative effects may be 
useful. As Fleming (2008) recommends, it is important that teachers are mindful of their 
own attachment style in order that they can facilitate a secure base for students, manage 
their reactions and behaviours and have an understanding of the role of trauma in human 
development. However while workshops in conjunction with psychology services may 
be useful, it is worth considering one of the findings of this study, in that the attachment 
relationships seem to be occurring spontaneously, a by-product of other therapeutic 
conditions rather than a deliberate intervention. This process may be disturbed is there 
was a more direct attempt to create an ‘attachment relationship’ as a means to help each 
participant. A focus on fostering other relationship building qualities which may lead to 
an attachment relationship in time may be more useful. 
Finally, funding bodies need to have a consideration as to what meaningful 
achievement actually is. This centre is asked to account for its work mainly in terms of 
its success in retention and academic qualification. Recognising that beyond academic 
attainment or aversion to crime, a change in the person in terms of identity, social or 
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emotional skills, and resilience are arguably the most substantial types of achievement 
and likely to have an equally effective long term impact.  
5.8 Implications for Future Research  
It is generally accepted that it is much harder to measure desired outcomes in 
social and emotional development in community based intervention programmes (Lehr 
et al. 2003; Russell, 2013). These findings although limited in their generalisability, do 
support the adoption of qualitative methodologies for future research to find in-depth 
outcomes derived from the participants’ own words. Specifically, future research could 
look to replicate these findings or determine the similarities and differences in other 
Youthreach centres. Research with other populations associated with early school 
leaving such as those who do not complete a programme, or fail to derive any long-term 
benefit from partaking is also warranted.  
In addition, this study highlights the value of conducting longitudinal research to 
document any lasting impact of services. Research which goes beyond the typical 6 – 18 
month follow-up may provide rich insights into what creates lasting change. While the 
opportunities to conduct this research may be a limiting factor, seeking past participants 
of programmes many years later may be a useful way to combat the difficult of 
collecting data at two time points potentially many years apart.   
Further exploration of how surrogate attachment relationships are enacted, how 
this may facilitate change and how this can also influence emotional regulation would 
be useful particularly in relation to early school leavers and vulnerable populations in 
general. With these factors in mind, conducting research from the perspective of staff 
members could further enhance our understanding of the topic particularly in relation to 
how they experience relationships with the participants. 
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In terms of service development, it may be useful to explore what constitutes a 
sense of home and family for participants and how these qualities may be enhanced by 
organisations. Finally, a greater understanding of the delicate line that needs to be 
adhered to in terms of managing boundaries in a flexible way towards challenging 
behaviour may be of merit.   
5.9 Study Conclusion  
The primary aim of this study was to explore the lived experience of past 
participants who attended a community based intervention programme for early school 
leavers. By seeking the participants to evaluate their experience from their own unique 
perspective, a range of factors which promoted engagement, personal transformation 
and achievement were found. The findings suggest that alternative education which 
focuses on a flexible approach to teaching which the adoption of attachment based 
experiences with staff members can have a regulatory effect on the participants. It may 
lead to a transformative experience in terms of attitudes towards themselves and others 
and also their future. Strengths and limitations of the study were outlined in this chapter 












Ainsworth, M., Blehar, M., Waters, E., & Wall, S. (1978). Patterns of Attachment: A 
Psychological Study of The Strange Situation. Oxford: Lawrence Erlbaum. 
Barrowman, C., Nutbeam, D., & Tresidder, J. (2001). 'Health risks among early school 
leavers: Findings from an Australian study examining the reasons for, and 
consequences of, early school dropout'. Health Education, 101(2), 74-82. 
Bateman, A., & Fonagy, P. (2016). Mentalization-Based Treatment for Personality 
Disorders: A Practical Guide. Oxford: University Press. 
Beck, V. (2015). Learning providers’ work with NEET young people. Journal of 
Vocational Education & Training, 67(4), 482–496. 
Bellis, M. A., Hardcastle, K., Ford, K., Hughes, K., Ashton, K., Quigg, Z., & Butler, N. 
(2017). Does continuous trusted adult support in childhood impart life-course 
resilience against adverse childhood experiences – A retrospective study on adult 
health-harming behaviours and mental well-being. BMC Psychiatry, 17. 
Berghaus, B. J. (2011). A New Look at Attachment and “Attachment” Adult Behaviour. 
Behaviourology Today, 14, 3–9.  
Blakemore, S. J., & Choudhury, S. (2006). Development of the adolescent brain: 
Implications for executive function and social cognition. Journal of Child 
Psychology and Psychiatry, 47, 296–312. 
Bluthenthal, R. N., Riehman, K., Jaycox, L. H., & Morral, A. (2006). 'Perspectives on 




Boldt, S., Devine, B., MacDevitt, D., & Morgan, M. (1998). Educational Disadvantage 
and Early School Leaving Discussion Papers. Dublin: Combat Poverty Agency. 
Bonino, S., Cattelino, E., & Ciairano, S. (2003). Adolescents and Risk: Behaviours, 
Functions and Protective Factors. New York: Springer Verlag. 
Booth, T., & Booth, W. (1996). Sounds of silence: Narrative research with inarticulate 
subjects. Disability and Society, 11, 55–69. 
Bowlby, J. (1958). The nature of the child's tie to his mother. The International Journal 
of Psychoanalysis, 39, 350-373. 
Bowlby, J. (1969). Disruption of affectional bonds and its effects on behaviour. 
Canada's Mental Health Supplement, 59, 12. 
Bowlby, J. (1988). A Secure Base: Parent-Child Attachment and Healthy Human 
Development. New York: Basic Books. 
Brady, B., & Dolan, P. (2009). Youth mentoring as a tool for community and civic 
engagement reflections on findings in an Irish research study. Community 
Development, 40(4), 359-366. 
Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative 
Research in Psychology, 3(2), 77-101. 
Breeze, R. (2011). Critical discourse analytics and its critics. International Pragmatics 
Association, 21(4), 493–525. 
Brocki, J. M., & Wearden, A. J. (2006). A critical evaluation of the use of interpretative 




Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). The Ecology of Human Development. Massachusetts: 
Havard University Press. 
Bronfenbrenner, U. (1994). Ecological models of human development. Readings on the 
Development of Children, 2(1), 37-43. 
Carcillo, S., Fernández, R., Königs, S., & Minea, A. (2015). NEET youth in the 
aftermath of the crisis: Challenges and policies. OECD Social, Employment and 
Migration Working Papers, 164. Paris: OECD. 
Carr, A. (2015). Handbook of Clinical Child and Adolescent Psychology: A Contextual 
Approach (Third Edition). London: Routledge. 
Carr, A., & McNulty, M. (2016). Handbook of Adult Clinical Psychology: An Evidence 
Based Practice Approach (Second Edition). London: Routledge. 
Center on the Developing Child. (2016). From best practices to breakthrough impacts: 
A science-based approach to building a more promising future for young children 
and families. Harvard University: Center on the Developing Child. Retrieved from 
http://46y5eh11fhgw3ve3ytpwxt9r.wpengine.netdna-cdn.com/wp-
content/uploads/2016/05/From_Best_Practices_to_Breakthrough_Impacts.pdf. 
 Chen, Y. (2009). Once a NEET always a NEET? Experiences of employment and 
unemployment among youth in a job training programme in Taiwan. International 
Journal of Social Welfare, 20(1), 1468-2397.  
Christensen, J. (2016). A critical reflection of Bronfenbrenner’s development ecology 
model. Problems of Education in the 21st Century, 69 (22–28). 
Combs, J., & Cooley, W. (1968). Dropouts: In high school and after school. American 
Educational Research Journal, 5(3), 343–363. 
123 
 
Creed, P. A., & Reynolds, J. (2001). Economic deprivation, experiential deprivation and 
social loneliness in unemployed and employed youth. Journal of Community & 
Applied Social Psychology, 11, 167–178. 
Curtis, K., Liabo, K., Roberts, H., & Barker, M. (2004). Consulted but not heard: A 
qualitative study of young people's views of their local health service. Health 
Expectations, 7(2), 1369-7625. 
Davis, K., & Dupper, D. (2004).  Student-teacher relationships: An overlooked factor in 
school dropout. Journal of Human Behaviour in the Social Environment, 9, (179-
193). 
Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools (2017). Retrieved from: 
https://www.education.ie/en/Schools-Colleges/Services/DEIS-Delivering -Equality-
of-oppurtunity-in-schools-/ 
Demir, B., Kaynak-Demir, H., & Sönmez, E. I. (2010). Sense of identity and depression 
in adolescents. The Turkish Journal of Paediatrics, 52, 68-72.  
Department for Business Innovation & Skills. (2013). Motivation and Barriers to 
Learning for Young People not in Education, Employment or Training. Retrieved 
from: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/motivation-and-barriers-to-
learning-for-young-people-not-in-education-employment-or-training.html. 
Department of Education and Science (2004) Circular F49/04: designation of Centres 
for Education under Education Act, 1998. [Online]. Available at: 
www.education.ie/en/ Publications/ Inspection-Report sPublications/Circular F49/04: 




Department of Education and Skills (2010) ‘An Evaluation of Youthreach: Inspectorate 
evaluation studies’. [Online]. Available at: www.education.ie/en/ Publications/ 
Inspection-Report sPublications/Evaluation-ReportsGuidelines/ 
insp_evaluation_youth_reach_2010_pdf.pdf (Accessed: 20th August 2018). 
Department of Education and Skills (2013a) ‘Youthreach Survey 2012’. [Online]. 
Available at: http://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Statistics/Statistical-Reports/ 
(Accessed: 20th August 2018). 
Department of Education & Skills. (2016). Information on Youthreach. Retrieved from: 
http:www.education.ie/en/Learners/Information/Youthreach/Youthreach.html. 
Devine, D. (2009). ‘Dynamics of inclusion and exclusion in children’s social world in 
school’ in Drudy, S. (ed.) Education in Ireland: Challenges and change. Dublin: Gill 
and Macmillan. pp. 57-72. 
Downes, P., Maunsell, C., & Ivers, J. (2006). A holistic approach to early school 
leaving and school retention in Blanchardstown: Current issues and future steps for 
services and schools. Dublin: Educational Disadvantage Centre. 
Eivers, R., Ryan, & Brinkley, A. (2000). Characteristics of early school leavers: Results 
of the research strand of the 8 – 15 year old early school leavers initiative. Dublin: 
Educational Research Centre St. Patrick's College.  
Erikson, E. H. (1963). Childhood and Society (2nd ed.). New York: W. W. Norton & 
Company. 
Esch, P., Bocquet, V., Pull, C., Couffignal, S., Graas, M., Lair, M., Lehnert, T., Fond-
Harmant, L., & Ansseau, M. (2011). Psychosocial risk and protective factors of 
secondary school dropout in Luxembourg: The protocol of an exploratory case-
control study. BMC Public Health, 11, 555. 
125 
 
European Union. (2014). Tackling early leaving from education and training in Europe: 
Strategies, policies and measures. Eurydice and Cedefop Report. Luxembourg: 
Publications Office of the European Union. Retrieved from: 
https://publications.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/1b66bb9e-7d3e-
11e5-b8b7-01aa75ed71a1. 
European Union. (2015). Outcome of proceedings: Council conclusions on reducing 
early school leaving and promoting success in school (adopted by the council at its 
3428th meeting held on 23 November 2015). Brussels: Council of the European 
Union. Retrieved from: http://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-14441-
2015-INIT/en/pdf.  
European Union. (2017). European Semester Thematic Factsheet Early School Leavers. 
Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union. Retrieved at 
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/file_import/european-semester_thematic-
factsheet_early-school-leavers_en.pdf. 
Felitti, V. J., Anda, R. F., Nordenberg, D., Williamson, D. F., Spitz, A. M., Edwards, 
V., Koss, M. P., & Marks, J. S. (1998). Relationship of childhood abuse and 
household dysfunction to many of the leading causes of death in adults. American 
Journal of Preventive Medicine, (14)4, 245-258. 
Fergusson, D. M., Horwood, L. J., Lynskey, M. T., (1994). The childhoods of multiple 
problem adolescents: A 15-year longitudinal study. Journal of Child Psychology & 
Psychiatry, 35(6), 1123-1140. 
Finlay, I., Sheridan, M., McKay, J., & Nudzor, H. (2010). 'Young people on the 
margins: In need of more choices and more chances in twenty-first century Scotland'. 
British Educational Research Journal, 36(5), 851-867. 
126 
 
Fleming, T. (2008). ‘A secure base for adult learning: Attachment theory and adult 
education’. The Journal of Adult and Community Education in Ireland, 25, 33-53. 
Flick, U. (2009). An Introduction to Qualitative Research. London: Sage Publications. 
Goldman-Mellor, S., Caspi, A., Arseneault, L., Ajala, N., Ambler, A., Danese, A., & 
Moffitt, T. E. (2016). Committed to work but vulnerable: Self perceptions and 
mental health in NEET 18 year olds from a contemporary British cohort. Journal of 
Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 57(2), 196-203. 
Gordon, M. (2016). Report of a 2015 Survey on the Social Context and Basic Skill 




Gordon, M. (2017). A Profile of Learners in Youthreach – Research Study Report. 
Dublin: National Educational Psychology Service. Retrieved from: 
http://www.youthreach.ie/wp-content/uploads/A-profile-of-learners-in-Youthreach-
NEPS-research-study-report.pdf.  
Gunter, A., & Watt, P. (2009). Grafting, going to college and working on road: Youth 
transitions and cultures in an east London neighbourhood. Journal of Youth Studies, 
12(5), 515-529. 
Hammer, T. (2007). Labour market integration of unemployed youth from a life course 
perspective: The case of Norway. International Journal of Social Welfare, 16, 249- 
257. 
Hammond, C., Linton, D., Smink, J., & Drew, S. (2007). Dropout Risk Factors and 
Exemplary Programs. Clemson, South Carolina: National Dropout Prevention 
127 
 
Center. Retrieved from: https://dropoutprevention.org/wp- content /uploads /2015 
/05/ Dropout Risk Factors and Exemplary Programs Cover Pages 5-16-07.pdf. 
Harnden, J. S. (2017). Alternative education: Voices of those who graduated. 
Dissertation Abstracts International Section A: Humanities and Social Sciences, 77, 
(8-A). 
Henderson, J., Hawke, L., & Chaim, G. (2017). Not in employment, education or 
training: Mental health, substance use, and disengagement in a multi-sectoral sample 
of service-seeking Canadian youth. Children and Youth Services Review, 75, 138-
145. 
Honneth, A. (2002). ‘Recognition or redistribution? Changing Perspectives on the 
Moral Order of Society. In S. Lash & M. Featherstone (Eds.), Recognition and 
Difference: Politics, Identity, Multiculture (pp. 43-56). London: Sage Publications. 
Hughes, D. A., Baylin, J., & Siegel, M. D. (2012). Brain-Based Parenting: The 
Neuroscience of Caregiving for Healthy Attachment. New York: W. W Norton & 
Company. 
In, J. (2017). Introduction of a pilot study. Korean Journal of Anesthesiology, 70(6), 
601–605.  
Institute of Guidance Cousellors. (2018). Guidance Information. Retrieved from 
http://www.igc.ie/Guidance-Information. 
Irish Penal Reform Trust. (2018). Submission of the Irish Penal Reform Trust to the 
Joint Committee on Education and Skills on “Education Inequality and 
Disadvantage”. Dublin: Irish Penal Reform Trust. Retrieved from: 




Kannan S, & Gowri S. (2015). Pilot studies: are they appropriately reported? 
Perspectives in Clinical Research, 6 (207–210). 
Kaplan, D. S., Mitchell, P., & Kaplan, H. H. (1995). A structural model of dropout 
behaviour: A longitudinal analysis. Applied Behavioral Science Review, 3(2), 177-
193. 
Kaplan, A., & Garner, J. K. (2017). A Complex Dynamic Systems Perspective on 
Identity and Its Development: The Dynamic Systems Model of Role 
Identity. Developmental Psychology, 53(11), 2036-2051. 
Komosa-Hawkins, K. (2010). Best practices in school-based mentoring programs for 
adolescents. Child and Youth Services, 31(3-4), 21-137. 
Lee, T., & Breen, L. (2007). Young people's perceptions and experiences of leaving 
high school early: An exploration. Journal of Community & Applied Social 
Psychology, 17(5), 329-346. 
Lehr, C. A., Hanson, A., Sinclair, M. F., & Christenson, S. L. (2003). Moving beyond 
dropout prevention towards school completion: An integrative review of data-based 
interventions. School Psychology Review, 32, 342–364. 
Lynch, K., & Baker, J. (2005). Equality in education: An equality of condition 
perspective. Theory and Research in Education, 3(2), 131-164. 
MacDonald, R., Shildrick, T., Webster, C., & Simpson, D. (2005). Growing up in poor 
neighbourhoods: The significance of class and place in the extended transitions of 
'socially excluded' young adults. Sociology, 39(5), 873-891. 
Maguire, S., & Rennison, J. (2005). Two years on: The destinations of young people 




Malone, R. and McCoy, S. (2003). The role of schools in preventing early school 
leaving, Dublin: Report to the Department of Education and Science. Retrieved 
from:https://scholar.google.com/scholar/lookup=Malone,R.and 
McCoy,S.(2003).TheRoleofSchoolsinPreventingEarlySchoolLeaving. 
Marcia, J. E. (1966). Development and validation of ego-identity status. Journal of 
personality and social psychology, 3(5), 551. 
Marcia, J. E. (1980). Identity in adolescence. Handbook of adolescent psychology, 
9(11), 159-18 
Maslow, A. H. (1954). Motivation and personality. New York: Harper and Row. 
Maslow, A. H. (1962). Toward a Psychology of being. Princeton: D. Van Nostrand 
Company. 
Maslow, A. H. (1970). Motivation and personality. New York: Harper & Row. 
Massachusetts Advocates for Children. (2005). Helping traumatized children to learn: 
Supportive school environments for children traumatized by family violence. Boston: 
Massachusetts Advocates for Children. Retrieved from: https:// 
traumasensitiveschools.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/Helping-Traumatized-
Children-Learn.pdf.   
McCoy, S., Darmody, M., Smyth, E. and Dunne, A. (2007) ‘Attendance and students’ 
school experiences. [Online]. Available at: http://www.esri.ie (Accessed: 27 August 
2018).   
McGrath, B. (2006). ‘Everything is different here …’: Mobilizing capabilities through 
inclusive education practices and relationships. International Journal of Inclusive 
Education, 10(6), 595-614. 
130 
 
McHugh, K. (2008) “It’s good out here, I like it” an exploration of early schoolleavers’ 
experiences of second-chance education and their views on the webwheel initiative 
within YOUTHREACH. Unpublished M.Ed. diss., National University of Ireland, 
Galway. 
McLeod, J. (2011). Qualitative Research in Counselling and Psychotherapy. London: 
Sage Publications. 
McWilliams, N. (2011). Psychoanalytic Diagnosis: Understanding Personality 
Structure in the Clinical Process (Second Edition). New York: Guilford Press. 
Mearns, D. and Thorne, B. (2007). Person-centred counselling in action. London: Sage 
Publications. 
Meltzer, A., Muir, K., & Craig, L. (2016). The role of trusted adults in young people’s 
social and economic lives. Youth & Society, 1-18. doi: 10.1177/0044118X16637610 
Memon, A.A., & Bull, R. (2000). Handbook of the Psychology of Interviewing. London: 
Wiley. 
Minichiello, V., Aroni, R., Timewell, E., & Alexander, L. (1995). In-depth Interviewing 
(2nd edition). Sydney: Longman. 
Nardi, B., Arimatea, E., Giunto, P., Lucarelli, C., Nocella, S., & Bellantuono, C. (2013). 
'Not employed in education or training adolescents with unlawful behaviour: An 
observational study'. Journal of Psychopathology, 19(1), 42-48. 
National Institute for Health and Care Excellence. (2014). Antenatal and Postnatal 
Mental Health: Clinical Management and Service Guidance. United Kingdom: 




Nelson, P., & Taberrer, S. (2017). Hard to reach and easy to ignore: The drinking 
careers of young people not in education, employment or training. Child & Family 
Social Work, 22(1), 428-439. 
Oakes, J. (2005). Keeping track: How schools structure inequality (2nd Ed). New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press In Fenwick, L. & Cooper, M. (2013). Learning 
about the Effects of Context on Teaching and Learning in Pre-Service Teacher 
Education. Australian Journal of Teacher Education, 38 ,(3)7. 
Osborn, M., & Smith, J. A. (1998). The personal experiences of benign lower back pain: 
An interpretative phenomenological analysis. British Journal of Health Psychology, 
3, 65-83. 
Pask, R., & Joy, B. (2008). Mentoring and Coaching: A Handbook for Educational 
Professionals. Buckingham: Open University Press. 
Paul, J. J., & Cillessen A. H. N. (2003). Dynamics of peer victimization in early 
adolescence. Journal of Applied School Psychology, 19(2), 25-43. 
Pemberton, S. (2008). Tackling the NEET generation and the ability of policy to 
generate a ‘NEET’ solution - Evidence from the UK. Environment and Planning C: 
Government and Policy, 26, 243-259. 
Peters, S. C., & Woolley, M. E. (2015). Testing a model of environmental risk and 
protective factors to predict middle and high school students’ academic 
success. Children & Schools, 37(3), 135-143. 
Pietkiewicz, I., & Smith, J. A. (2014). A practical guide to using interpretative 
phenomenological analysis in qualitative research psychology. Czasopismo 
Psychologiczne – Psychological Journal, 20(1), 7-14. 
132 
 
Prior, V., & Glaser, D. (2006). Understanding Attachment and Attachment Disorders: 
Theory, Evidence and Practice. London: Kingsley.  
Psychology Society of Ireland. (2011). Code of Professional Ethics. Dublin: Psychology 
Society of Ireland. 
Reay, D. (2012). What would a socially just education system look like? Saving the 
minnows from the pike. Journal of Education Policy, 27(5), 587-599. 
Rhodes, J. E. (2002). Stand by me: The risks and rewards of mentoring today’s youth. 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.  
Ricard, N., & Pelletier, L. (2016). Dropping out of high school: The role of parent and 
teacher self-determination support, reciprocal friendships and academic motivation. 
Contemporary Educational Psychology, 44-45, 32-40. 
Riley, P. (2011). Attachment Theory and the Teacher-Student Relationship: A Practical 
Guide for Teachers, Teacher Educator and School Leaders. Oxon: Routledge. 
Rogers, C. (1951). Client-centered therapy: Its current practice, implications and 
theory. London: Constable. 
Rogers, C. (1959). A theory of therapy, personality and interpersonal relationships as 
developed in the client-centered framework. In (ed.) S. Koch, Psychology: A study of 
a science. Vol. 3: Formulations of the person and the social context. New York: 
McGraw Hill. 
Rumberger, R. W. (1987). ‘High school dropouts: A review of issues and evidence’. 
Review of Educational Research, 57(2), 101-121. 
Rumberger, R. W., & Lim, S. A. (2008). Why students drop out of school: A review of 
25 years of research. Santa Barbara, CA: California Dropout Research Project. 
133 
 
Russell, L. (2013). Researching marginalised young people. Ethnography and 
Education, 8(4), 46–60. 
Santrock, J. W. (2006). Adolescence (11th edition). Columbus: McGraw-Hill. 
Sappa, V., & Bonica, L. (2011). School-to-work transitional outcomes of a group of 
Italian school dropouts: Challenges for promoting social inclusion. Education & 
Training, 53(7), 625-637. 
Sawyer, S. M., Azzopardi, P. S., Wickremarathne, D., Patton, G. C. (2018). The age of 
adolescence. The Lancet Child & Adolescent Health, (2)4, 223-228. 
Schore, A. (2017). Modern Attachment Theory. In S. N. Gold. (Ed.), The Handbook of 
Trauma Psychology (pp. 201-213). Washington, D.C: American Psychological 
Association.  
Shildrick, T., MacDonald, R., Webster, C., & Garthwaite, K., (2012). Poverty and 
Insecurity; Life in Low-Pay, No-Pay Britain. University of Bristol: Policy Press. 
Seddon, F., Hazenberg, R., & Denny, S. (2013). Effects of an employment enhancement 
programme on participant NEETs. Journal of Youth Studies, 16(4), 503-520. 
Siegel, D. (2012). The Developing Mind: How Relationships and the Brain Interact to 
Shape Who We Are. New York: Guilford. 
Simmons, R., Russell, L., & Thompson, R.  (2014). Young people and labour market 
marginality: Findings from a longitudinal ethnographic study. Journal of Youth 
Studies, 17(5), 577-59. 
Simmons, R., & Thompson, R. (2011). Young People and Training for Work: Learning 
on the Margins. Stoke on Trent: Trentham Books. 
134 
 
Smith, D. W. (2013). Phenomenology: The Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy. 
(Winter 2013 Edition). Retrieved from: 
http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2013/entries/phenomenology.  
Smith, J. A. (1995). Semi-structured interviewing and qualitative analysis. In J. Smith, 
R. Harre, & L. van Langenhore (Eds.), Rethinking Methods in Psychology (pp. 9-26). 
London: Sage.  
Smith, J. A. (2004). Reflecting on the development of interpretative phenomenological  
Analysis and its contribution to qualitative research in psychology. Qualitative 
Research in Psychology, 1, 39–54.  
Smith, J.A. & Dunworth, F. (2003). Qualitative methodology. In Valsiner, J. & 
Connolly, K. (Eds.). Handbook of Developmental Psychology. (pp. 603-619). 
London: Sage. 
Smith, J. A., Flowers, P., & Larkin, M. (2012). Interpretative Phenomenological 
Analysis. London: Sage Publications. 
Smyth, J., & Hattam, R. (2004). ‘Dropping Out’, Drifting Off, Being Excluded: 
Becoming Somebody Without School. New York: Peter Lang. 
Smith, A., & Thomson, M. M. (2014). Alternative education programmes: Synthesis 
and psychological perspectives. Educational Psychology in Practice, 30(2), 111-
119.  
Spring, N. (2007). Tracing the language of educational disadvantage. In P. Downes and 
A. Gilligan (Eds.), Beyond Educational Disadvantage (pp. 3-9). Dublin: Institute of 
Public Administration. 
Squires, G., & Dyson, A. (2017). Early School Leaving and Learners with Disabilities 
and/or Special Educational Needs: To what extent is research reflected in European 
135 
 
Union policies? Odense, Denmark: European Agency for Special Needs and 
Inclusive Education. Retrieved from: https://www.european-agency.org /sites 
/default/files/ESL/to/what/extent/ /is/research/ reflected/in/EU/policies.pdf. 
Squires, G., Kalambouka, A., & Bragg, J., (2016). A Study of the Experiences of Post 
Primary Students with Special Educational Needs. Research Report No. 23. Trim, 
Co. Meath: National Council for Special Education. Retrieved from: 
http://ncse.ie/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/NCSE-A-Study-of-the-Experiences-of-
Post-Primary-Students-with-Special-Ed-Needs.pdf.  
Staff, J., & Kreager, D. A. (2008). ‘Too cool for school?’ Violence, peer status and high 
school dropout. Social Forces, 87(1), 445-471. 
Stevens, J. E. (2012). Spokane, WA, students’ trauma prompts search for solutions. 
Retrieved from: https://acestoohigh.com/2012/02/28/spokane-wa-students-child-
trauma-prompts-search-for-prevention   
Stokes, D. (2003). Early school leaving in Ireland - The matrix of influences explored. 
Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation. Maynooth: National University of Ireland.  
Stokes, D. (2016). Where the high road meets the low road: Reflections on policy, 
practice and research in Further Education & Training (FET) in Ireland. Inaugural 
lecture, Glasnevin: Dublin City University. Retrieved from:  
https://www.dcu.ie/fetrc/news/2016/feb/public-lecture-marks-launch-fetrc.shtml 
Symonds, J., Schoon, I., & Salmela-Aro, K. (2016). Developmental trajectories of 
emotional disengagement from schoolwork and their longitudinal associations in 
England. British Journal of Educational Research, 42, 993–1022. 
136 
 
Teicher, M. H, Samson, J. A., Anderson, C. M., & Ohashi, K. (2016). The effects of 
childhood maltreatment on brain structure, function and connectivity. Nature 
Reviews Neuroscience, 17(10), 652–666. 
Thabane, L., Ma, J., Chu, R., Cheng, J., Ismaila, A. & Rios, L.P. (2010). A tutorial on 
pilot studies: the what, why and how. BMC Medical Research Methodology.10 (1). 
Thompson, R., Russell, L., & Simmons, R. (2014). 'Space, place and social exclusion: 
An ethnographic study of young people outside education and employment', Journal 
of Youth Studies, 17(1), 63-78. 
Timulak, L. (2008). Research in Counselling and Psychotherapy. London: Sage 
Publications. 
Tuffour, I. (2017). A Critical Overview of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis: A 
Contemporary Qualitative Research Approach. Journal of Healthcare 
Communications, 2:52.  
Tyler, J. H., & Lofstrom, M. (2009). Finishing high school: Alternative pathways and 
dropout recovery. The Future of Children, 19, 77–103.    
Weare, K., & Gray, G. (2003). What works in developing children’s emotional and 
social competence and wellbeing? University of Southampton: Research and 
Graduate School of Education. Retrieved from http://learning.gov.wales/docs/ 
learningwales/publications/121129emotionalandsocialcompetenceen.pdf. 
Wehlage, G. G., & Rutter, R. A. (1986). Dropping out: How much do schools 




Wiest, D. J., Wong, E. H., Cervantes, J. M., Craik, L., & Kreil, D. A. (2001). Intrinsic 
motivation among regular, special, and alternative education high school 
students. Adolescence, 36(141), 111-126. 
Willig, C. (2008). Introducing qualitative research in psychology (2nd ed.). Open 
University Press, UK. 
Wilson, S., Cunningham-Burley, S., Bancroft, A., & Backett-Milburn, K. (2008). 
‘Joined up’ thinking? Unsupported ‘fast-track’ transitions in the context of parental 
substance use. Journal of Youth Studies, 11(3). 283-299. 
Yardley, L. (2000). Dilemmas in qualitative health research. Psychology and health, 
15(2), 215-228. 
Zaff, J., Aasland, K., McDermott, E., Carvalho, A., Joseph, P., & Pufall-Jones, E. 
(2016). Exploring positive youth development among young people who leave 
school without graduating high school: A focus on social and emotional 











Appendix A: Information Letter 
 
         
         Dept. of Psychology, 
        University of Limerick, 
        Co. Limerick.  
Dear Participant, 
 I would like to ask you to take part in a research project that I am carrying out with Ceim ar Cheim 
have asked the University of Limerick to examine their service and collect information on what seems to 
be working for students and what could be improved. This study also wishes to learn about your 
experience when you attended Cheim ar Cheim and I hope that by learning about your experience, it may 
be possible to improve the service to future participants.    
If you agree to take part in the study, I will ask you to take part in an interview in which you will 
be asked some questions. The questions will look at several different topics. We will mainly be asking what 
you thought of the service at the start, any changes you noticed about yourself from attending the service, 
anything you particularly liked about the service and anything you think could have been improved. There 
will be a total of 15 questions and the interview should not take longer than I hour to complete.  
I will make sure that your answers in the interview will be kept completely private and will only be 
seen by myself, the researcher involved in the project. With your permission I would like to audio record 
the interview. Your information will be completely anonymous. In particular, none of the staff or 
management in Ceim or Cheim will know your identity or what you have said. This is very important so 
that I can get a true picture of what is working and what isn’t in the service.  
 Taking part in this research project is completely voluntary. If you agree to take part I will ask 
that you sign a consent form which is attached to this letter. If you are taking part in the interview and 
decide you would like to stop, you can drop out of the project at any time. This will not affect any future 
dealings you have with Ceim ar Cheim, nor will deciding not to take part.  
If you have any questions about taking part in the research you can contact me on 061 202741 
or email  
 
Many Thanks, 








Appendix B: Interview Schedule 
 
Demographics 
1. Date of interview:        
2. Interviewer:         
3. Participant name:         
 
4. Date of Birth:         
5. When did you start in Ceim ar Cheim?          
 
6. When did you finish in Ceim ar Cheim?    ___________________________ 
 
Pre-conceptions of service 
7. What had you heard of Ceim ar Cheim before you started?   
8. Why did you join Ceim ar Cheim? 
9. Did you know anyone else here before you started? 
Perceived progress 
10. What did you think of the classes at Ceim ar Cheim? 
11. How would you have viewed yourself before attending Ceim at Cheim? 
12. Is there anything you felt you achieved from attending? 
13. Is there anything you felt you didn’t achieve? 
Reflection on service 
14. Was there anything you particularly liked about Ceim ar Cheim? 
15. Was there anything you particularly disliked? 
16. Is there anything that you think could be changed about it? 
Reflection on self & others  
 
17. How did you view the other participants at Ceim ar Cheim?   
18. What did you think of the staff?  
19. Did attending Ceim ar Cheim affect your life at home in any way? 
20. Do you feel you learnt anything about yourself while attending Ceim at Cheim?  
21. Do you think your time Ceim ar Cheim has any effect on your life now? 
22. Is there anything else you would like to say about Ceim ar Cheim? 
 
 
Examples of probing questions; “Can you tell me more about that?”, “What eventually 
happened?”, “How did others see it?”, “I’d be interested in hearing more about that” “How did 





Appendix C: Consent Form 
 
Ceim ar Cheim Research Study consent form 
I understand that my participation in this research project is completely voluntary.  
 
Interviews will be recorded on an audio recorder and the information will be completely 
anonymous. 
 
I hereby consent to taking part in the Ceim ar Cheim Research Study.  
 
Name in BLOCK CAPITALS:        
 
Signature:          
 
Date of Birth:          
 






Mr Andrew Dillon,  
















First day in Ceim ar Cheim. I found the place welcoming. The staff seemed positive. 
They were interested in the research. Some of the participants were around but they 
didn’t seem bothered by my intrusion. Perhaps they are used to visitors. They walk 
around very casually – in and out of rooms. There’s a laugh and a joke with staff 
members. What is this telling me as a first impression? 
 
July 2017 
1st interview complete. Maybe I was more nervous than the participant. I didn’t have to 
do much though – let them tell their story and when something is unclear or sounds like 
there’s more to it, ask them about it. I feel privileged to be hearing these stories.  
 
August 2017  
Why is nobody talking about their family home or their parents? Not even a passing 
remark.   
 
September 2017 
There it is again that phrase, ‘it’s like a family’. There really seems to be something 
about attachment or parenting going on here. There’s such appreciation when the 
interviewees speak about the staff.  
 
November 2017 
It remains a challenge to get any negative information about the service from the 
participants. When I think about reaching saturation, I think I still could find something 
out about what didn’t go so well. Every organisation has down sides. All I seem to hear 
is that sometimes other participants were annoying. Is there a desire to please CarC? 
Was it really that good?   
 
January 2018 
It’s so difficult to keep the results to 10,000 words. I want to include more quotes than I 
can. I seem to want to justify my themes. I have to trust in the process. I think I want to 
include more quotes because they are so impactful and I want others to hear. I need to 
be balanced, but really just following what the participants are saying, CarC is doing 
more right than wrong. Despite this, organisations can always learn something. Do they 
know that in essence maybe a form of re parenting is occurring here? It seems to be 



















            Sources 
   No.of Participants                  References 
    theme relates to          Number of examples  
         of subordinate theme     
        found within transcripts  
 
                 Quotes relating to subordinate theme  


























Appendix G: Ethical Approval 
 
 
                                                                  
     
  
Faculty of Education and Health Sciences Research Ethics Committee 
Dear Dr. Ryan,  
Thank you for your amended Research Ethics application which was recently reviewed by the Education 
and Health Sciences Research Ethics Committee.   
The recommendation of the Committee is outlined below: 
 Project Title:                  
2015_12_25_EHS    
Evaluating the effectiveness of a community-based rehabilitation programme for early school 
leavers based on past participant experience.  
Principal Investigator:   Patrick Ryan 
Other Investigator:      Andrew Dillon 
Recommendation:          Approved until June 2018 
Please note that as Principal Investigator of this project you are required to submit a Research Completion 
Report Form (attached) on completion of this research study. 
 Yours Sincerely 
 Marianne Tormey 
On behalf of   Anne O’Brien 
Administrator, Education & Health Sciences 
Research Ethics Committee 
Ollscoil Luimnigh / University of Limerick 
Guthán / Phone +353 61 234101    Facs / Fax +353 61 202561 
Ríomhphost / Email:  anne.obrien@ul.ie   Gréasán / Web:   http://www.ehs.ul.ie 
 
 
